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Executive Summary 
 
This report outlines the results of a 3 phase 
research study into the effects of the Australia’s 
National Assessment Program - Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) in school communities in 
Western Australia (WA) and South Australia (SA).  
It presents a substantial contribution to the 
ongoing debate and dialogues about NAPLAN, the 
MySchool website and the impact of this on school 
communities. 
NAPLAN was introduced in 2008 by Australia’s 
Federal Government as a national initiative 
designed to promote quality education and 
improve teacher accountability across Australian 
schools.  NAPLAN reports on individual students’ 
attainment of skills in Year 3, 5, 7, and 9 across 
four domains: Reading, Writing, Language 
Conventions (spelling, grammar and punctuation) 
and Numeracy.   
As NAPLAN becomes more embedded in 
Australian education, there are relatively few 
published studies that documents the perspectives 
of stakeholders ‘on the ground’, namely, that of of 
principals, teachers and parents of the children 
involved in the testing process.  Within this 
context, the research reported here sought to 
provide an in-depth coverage on the impacts of 
NAPLAN testing as reported by stakeholders in WA 
and SA school communities, by explicitly 
recognising both the positive and negative changes 
that NAPLAN may bring to educational 
experiences. The impact of NAPLAN testing in 
schools is examined, not only in terms of 
curriculum and pedagogy, but also in terms of 
assessing how school communities engage with 
NAPLAN testing as a complex, educational 
phenomenon. 
 Current literature in 2015 on NAPLAN and 
high stakes testing highlights a range of 
concerns relating to the impact of 
NAPLAN testing on pedagogy, curriculum 
and stress levels of students and teachers. 
The literature also highlights evidence of 
‘teaching to the test’, which can lead to a 
less diverse and creative classroom 
environment and ultimately, a narrowing 
of the goals and purpose of education.  
 
 An examination of NAPLAN results across 
Australia since 2008 shows minimal 
overall improvement, and that student 
achievement may not be improving 
through NAPLAN testing.  Concerns are 
raised over whether NAPLAN testing is in 
fact achieving the goal of making schools 
accountable for their test-scores.  
 
 The research presented here used a 
mixed methods approach to collect both 
quantitative and qualitative data in three 
distinct phases, Phase 1, Phase 2 and 
Phase 3 respectively. Qualitative and 
quantitative data was used to converge 
and triangulate the results, thus 
improving the validity and reliability of 
this research. The study is limited in the 
survey sample in that it is not a 
comprehensive coverage of all teachers’ 
views, however, the perspectives 
reported here are nevertheless an 
accurate and reasonable reflection of the 
views of those who participated.  
 
 Phase 1 of the study involved the 
implementation of a large-scale online 
survey, administered to assess WA 
teachers’ attitudes to and experiences of 
NAPLAN testing. Participants were asked 
to respond on a Likert scale to survey 
items in the area of Stress, Curriculum 
and Pedagogy, and Self Efficacy. Teachers 
made reference to the ‘unintended 
consequences’ of NAPLAN testing, namely 
increased stress for school communities, 
a narrowed curriculum focus and pressure 
to teach to the test.  
 
 Results from Phase 1 informed the 
subsequent development of Phase 2 of 
the research, which involved interviews 
and focus groups with principals, teachers 
and parents in five WA schools.  Themes 
and sub-themes identified from 
participants’ interview responses 
revealed a range of concerns over 
NAPLAN including: an increase in stress, 
pressure and anxiety for principals, 
teachers, parents and children; a 
narrowing of curriculum and pedagogy to 
suit NAPLAN test questions; and, concern 
over the possibility that NAPLAN test 
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results were used to make unfair and 
inaccurate judgements about the school 
and children’s ability.  
 
 Phase 3 of this research involved 
interviews and focus groups with 
principals and teachers in four SA schools. 
Perspectives from SA parents were 
gleaned through a survey containing 
responses to open-ended and Likert-style 
questions. Results from Phase 3 revealed 
similar themes and issues to those 
identified during Phase 2.   
 
 Overall, WA participants were more 
concerned about the increase in stress 
and pressure than those in SA, whereas 
participants in SA showed more concern 
about the time lag on receiving the 
results.  Responses from participants in 
both WA and SA indicated concern over 
the online representation of NAPLAN 
results, and the potential for results to be 
skewed and manipulated to reflect 
particular outcomes.  
  
The research presented in this report highlights a 
number of key findings: 
1. The complexity of NAPLAN as a ‘high 
stakes’ educational intervention.  A 
number of factors that impact the ‘stakes’ 
of NAPLAN are identified, namely: 
parents’ community expectations of 
success, previous success or lack of it as 
determined by MySchool, interaction with 
other policy measures, school leadership, 
and individual characteristics (teacher, 
student and parent). 
2. NAPLAN is designed to change practice 
and behaviour, however, this research 
indicates that the changes may not be 
desirable or as intended (e.g. teaching to 
the test). 
3. An over-emphasis on the publication of 
results was seen to impede rather than 
enhance student achievement, fostering 
unhelpful competition and comparisons. 
4. Positive benefits of NAPLAN reported 
included the increased feedback on 
student assessment, but these benefits 
were seen to be outweighed by the time 
taken to receive the results, making the 
individual results less relevant for guiding 
programming for that year. 
This research shows that the aims and purposes of 
NAPLAN are not well understood, most likely 
because they have not been communicated in a 
systemic, targeted and specific ways. Future 
NAPLAN tests may be administered online, 
however, to date, NAPLAN has not proved to be a 
particularly effective tool at improving student 
achievement in literacy and numeracy.  
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Overview 
This report outlines the results of a 3 phase 
research study into the effects of the Australia’s 
National Assessment Program - Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) in school communities in 
Western Australia (WA) and South Australia (SA). It 
begins with a brief examination of the literature on 
NAPLAN testing and similar types of standardized 
testing regimes, followed by an outline of the 
NAPLAN results across Australia since it began in 
2008. Next, the results of each phase are 
presented, beginning with the results of a large-
scale online survey undertaken in 2012 (Phase 1 of 
the research). Results from Phase 2 of the study 
(completed in 2013) are then presented, 
identifying the key themes from interviews with 
involving principals, teachers and parents from 5 
school settings in WA. The final phase of the 
research study (Phase 3) examines the themes 
from surveys and interviews conducted in SA 
during 2014. Finally, general trends from all three 
phases are discussed and general conclusions are 
offered that may contribute to an ongoing debate 
and examination of the effects of the NAPLAN 
testing on school communities in across Australia. 
 
Introduction 
While NAPLAN has been a feature of Australian 
schooling since 2008, and the MySchool website 
since 2010, at the time this project was devised in 
2011, there had been little work that had 
systematically looked at the impact that NAPLAN 
was having in schools. NAPLAN’s aims are “to help 
drive improvements in student outcomes and 
provide increased accountability for the 
community” (ACARA, 2011c). The first aim of 
driving improvement is based on the logic that 
testing data can drive school improvement 
because it provides “detailed information about 
how they are performing, and they can identify 
strengths and weaknesses which may warrant 
further attention” (ACARA, 2011c). Furthermore, 
for systems and bureaucracies “the NAP provides 
Ministers of Education with information about the 
success of their policies and resourcing in priority 
curriculum areas. The NAP also provides ministers 
with the capacity to monitor the success of policies 
aimed at improving the achievement of different 
student groups, such as Indigenous students” 
(ACARA, 2011c). The second claimed benefit is that 
the testing benefits the public because of its 
“accountability function” as “Australians can 
expect education resources to be allocated in ways 
that ensure that all students achieve worthwhile 
learning during their time at school” (ACARA, 
2011c). Together, the intertwined logics of 
comparable data and teacher/school 
accountability are expected to “inform future 
policy development, resource allocation, 
curriculum planning and, where necessary, 
intervention programs (ACARA, 2011c). However, 
while it may be appealing to suggest a causal 
relationship between data generated for 
accountability, transparency and school 
improvement, it is always more complex than that. 
NAPLAN and education policy intersects with many 
of the contemporary debates about education 
policy that Australia is having: the roles schools 
should play in improving national productivity, the 
relationship between state and federal 
government interest in education, the role and 
expectations of the teacher, what curriculum and 
pedagogy should be and look like and how limited 
financial resources can best be spread across 
education sectors and systems. These are not new 
considerations – however what has changed is that 
education policy seems to have become even 
more of a political issue than it has before. The 
push for a national curriculum, the comparison of 
schools via the My School Website, the support for 
performance pay for teachers, the implementation 
of Teach for Australia, the Gonski review of 
funding arrangements for schools, the TEMAG 
review of teacher education are all examples of 
the politicised nature of Australian education 
policy.  
However, government policy with worthy aims 
does not necessarily result in worthy outcomes. 
For decades, enactment research has shown that 
policy intentions rarely ‘hit the ground’ as 
intended (Ball, 1994; Braun, Ball, Maguire, & 
Hoskins, 2011). Intentions are always mediated by 
how policy is enacted by individuals in diverse, 
complex community and institutional settings and 
“intimately shaped and influenced by school-
specific factors, even though in much central 
policy making and research, these sorts of 
constraints, pressures and enablers of policy 
enactments tend to be neglected” (Braun, Ball, 
Maguire, & Hoskins, 2011, p. 585). While the aims 
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of NAPLAN may be admirable, using tests for 
accountability purposes often has unintended 
consequences that confound those intentions 
(Berliner, 2011).  
This research project aimed to address the 
following questions: 
1. How has the implementation of 
NAPLAN impacted on classroom 
pedagogy and curriculum? 
2. What are the positive changes to the 
educational experience that NAPLAN 
brings? 
3. What are the negative changes to the 
educational experience that NAPLAN 
brings? 
 
What have the impacts been on school 
communities in WA and SA? This research study is 
important because it contributes to our 
understanding of the ways that school 
communities engage with NAPLAN, the positive 
and negative effects, and how we might 
understand NAPLAN as a complex, rather than a 
simple, phenomenon.   
 
Background Literature 
The National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN), was introduced in Australia 
in 2008. The tests were aimed to “create a learning 
environment that encourages innovation and 
excellence from school leaders, teachers and 
students” (Rudd & Gillard, 2008, p. 31). Since 
2010, NAPLAN data are publicly reported on the 
My School website, which publishes the results for 
all schools and enables a range of comparisons 
between schools. While the website does not 
facilitate the creation of league tables, it is 
possible to do so and Australian media outlets 
have collated information from the website to 
publish school rankings. The MySchool website 
was intended to provide students, parents and 
teachers with evidence needed to make “informed 
choices” about learning programs, schools and 
school enrolments (Rudd & Gillard, 2008, p. 31).  
Furthermore, NAPLAN and MySchool are symbolic 
of a shift in how governments approach education 
service and delivery. While post-Menzies 
education was administered as a public good, this 
millenia governments have redefined the purpose 
of education within economic goals. Nowhere is 
this more evident than in the Rudd/Gillard Labor 
Government. The rationale for the testing regime 
was the linking of basic literacy and numeracy 
skills to national economic productivity agendas as 
they “have an important role in increasing the 
productive capacity of the economy, allowing 
higher levels of economic growth without creating 
inflationary pressures” (Rudd & Gillard, 2008, p. 9). 
NAPLAN is a data source for top-down, test-based 
accountability, a measure of (specific/limited 
forms) of literacy and numeracy, and is a national 
manifestation of a global education policy terrain 
(Thompson, 2013). However, there has been 
widespread discussion regarding the 
appropriateness of this testing regime, sometimes 
termed high stakes assessment. In the literature 
on the impact of such assessments, there are few 
published studies on the effect of these processes 
on schools and school communities. Australian 
media has sometimes labelled teachers and 
schools as failing, reinforcing this by broad 
publication of NAPLAN results from poorly 
performing schools (Mockler, 2013). Teachers and 
school communities are, at times, portrayed as 
being opposed to the testing and being resistant to 
the accountability measures associated with 
NAPLAN testing (Shine, 2015). Of particular 
concern is the suggestion that some teachers have 
resorted to cheating or ‘teaching to the test’ to 
give the impression of improved learning 
outcomes of children (Shine, 2015).  
A review of the literature in 2015 on NAPLAN and 
high stakes testing shows studies conducted both 
on NAPLAN and the similar testing regimes 
conducted in countries outside Australia. These 
studies demonstrate that high stakes testing 
practices can often have a negative impact on 
pedagogy, curriculum and stress levels of students 
and teachers (Griffin, 2013). Authors have argued 
that ‘teaching to the test’ has become a part of 
teachers’ practice within the classroom (see for 
example, Comber, 2012; Ryan & Weinstein, 2009; 
Barrett, 2009) and the focus of the curriculum can 
narrow to the specific outcomes that are expected 
to be tested (Dufler, Polesel & Rice, 2012; Collins, 
Reiss & Stobart, 2010; Perrault, 2000). There is 
concern that these factors may lead to a less 
diverse and creative classroom environment and, 
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ultimately, a narrowing of the goals and purpose 
of education (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012).  
Of particular concern is the increased pressure 
teachers feel to have the students achieve certain 
metric outcomes as measured by the NAPLAN 
tests. The pressure felt by teachers exists in part 
because of the accountability measures attached 
to the test results, such as performance reviews 
and evaluations of teaching performance 
(Bousefield & Ragusa, 2014).  
Although some have argued that the change to 
accountability structures is overall beneficial and 
perhaps even necessary in the teaching profession 
(Attard, 2008), others have suggested that, in 
practice, the increase in accountability only serves 
to ‘narrow’ the curriculum and bring the 
commencement of formal schoolwork to earlier 
years of schooling (Gable & Lingard, 2013). This 
can result in students having to ‘grow up fast’ as 
they are forced to cope with more rigid and formal 
learning. Significantly, other key aspects of a broad 
education may be neglected as teachers are 
required to give focus more attention to NAPLAN 
style questions (Dufler, Polesel & Rice, 2012; 
Bousefield & Ragusa, 2014). Other authors argued 
that this type of accountability can contribute to 
the perception of a ‘crisis’ of teacher quality in 
Australia (Thompson, 2013). 
Current literature on the effects of NAPLAN also 
shows a small number of studies focusing on the 
impact of the testing process on minority groups 
including students with special needs (Davies, 
2012; Dempsey & Davies, 2013); students from a 
Language Background other than English (LBOTE) 
and Indigenous students or students in remote 
communities (Angelo, 2013; Klenowski, 2014). 
Although NAPLAN policy allows for exemption of 
students deemed to have a “lack of proficiency in 
the English language, or because of significant 
intellectual and/or functional disability” (Davies, 
2012, p. 67), these exempted students are 
considered to be below the national minimum 
standard when reported as part of the school’s 
NAPLAN results. This impacts on the results of the 
school and may lead to students being withdrawn 
rather than being classified as exempt because 
withdrawn students are “not counted in the school 
population” (Davies, 2012, p. 67). 
Although the policy attached to NAPLAN tests does 
allow for some accommodations to be made for 
students with special needs, it does not however, 
account for difference in what is learnt, what help 
is allowed to be given to students and what 
modifications can be made to the testing process 
as a whole (Davies, 2012). This lack of flexibility 
can impact students from all minority groups. In 
particular, there is concern that as the diversity of 
the school population increases, the use of 
alternative assessment strategies in the classroom 
is decreasing to accommodate NAPLAN style 
assessments (Klenowski, 2014). 
One recent study examined the impact of NAPLAN 
on the definition of equity and similar social justice 
constructs (Lingard, Seller & Savage, 2014). This 
research focused on the reduction of these 
examinations to an investigation of numbers and 
that this process alters how equity is viewed. This 
viewpoint in turn impacts upon the policies and 
actions that are implemented to help those 
identified as needing additional support (Lingard 
et al., 2014). 
However, given that a paucity of published 
research exists on the impact of NAPLAN in school 
communities, the present study sought to provide 
an in-depth coverage on the impact of NAPLAN 
testing in school communities, through the 
perspectives of stakeholders ‘on the ground’, 
namely, principals, teachers and parents of the 
children involved in the testing process.  
 
Format 
The tests are not designed as tests of content, 
rather they are designed as tests of skills that are 
seen as foundational to subject and content 
learning. The tests consist of four domains; 
Reading, Writing, Language Conventions (spelling, 
grammar and punctuation) and Numeracy. These 
four domains are tested over three consecutive 
days (with Year 7 and 9 Numeracy being divided 
into two tests) (ACARA, 2011a). Exact details of the 
questions are difficult to find, as since 2011, 
ACARA has decided not to publish the questions 
online. Based on the sample tests online, NAPLAN 
tests have the following characteristics: 
• Year 3 tests are all 40 minutes in length, 
increasing to 65 minutes in Year 9 for the Reading 
test. 
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• Reading: roughly 40-55 multiple-choice 
comprehension questions on a range of short texts 
supplied as part of a ‘magazine’, with older 
students generally answering more questions. 
• Writing: all students are given the same 
prompt, and expected to write in a specific genre. 
From 2008-2010 students were expected to write 
narratives, from 2011-2013 students were 
expected to write persuasive texts. From 2014 
onwards, students may be asked to write either a 
narrative or a persuasive text.  
• Language Conventions: roughly 40-55 
spelling and multiple-choice questions, with older 
students generally answering more questions. 
• Numeracy: roughly 40 multiple choice 
questions. In Years 7 and 9, Numeracy has two 
tests of around 32 questions each, one with 
calculators and one without (ACARA, 2011a).  
 
Reporting 
After completion of the tests in May, schools 
return all scripts and question booklets to the 
designated administering authorities. From here, 
the majority of the scripts are sent to ACARA, 
where the data is entered and then analysed. The 
exception is Writing, which is marked by against a 
rubric by “trained, independent markers” (usually 
teachers) (ACARA, 2011a). The whole process is 
managed by the Test Administration Authority in 
each State/Territory. There are four levels of 
feedback; firstly, individual students receive a 
report on how they performed, usually 5 months 
after they have first sat the tests. This report 
includes details about which ‘Band’ (or level) they 
performed at, and how they compared with their 
class average and national average for each 
domain. Secondly, schools receive information on 
how students at their school performed. This is 
usually available a week or so before schools 
receive individual student reports to send out to 
parents/carers. These reports include more 
detailed analysis, including item-by-item response 
patterns and comparison of those response 
patterns with ‘similar’ schools. Thirdly, summary 
and national reports showing performance across 
the nation are published on the ACARA websites. 
Summary reports show preliminary results at each 
year level and domain by state/territory and 
nationally. National reports show “final results by 
gender, Indigenous status, language background 
other than English status, parental occupation, 
parental education, and location (metropolitan, 
provincial, remote and very remote) at each year 
level and for each domain of the test” (ACARA, 
2011b). The summary reports are normally 
available online in September, prior to parents and 
schools receiving their individual results, and are 
replaced by the national report in December of the 
same year. Finally, the test results are also made 
available on the My School website. This website 
shows average school results in all domains and at 
all year levels. The website allows users to 
compare school performance against a) 60 
“statistically similar” schools located across 
Australia, and b) the national averages. The My 
School website is updated in the March following 
the previous years’ tests. The NAPLAN reporting 
cycle, from students sitting the tests until the 
reporting has been completed takes around 10 
months. How the NAPLAN data is “put into 
motion” is largely left to bureaucrats in individual 
jurisdictions, as well as the parents who are 
encouraged to make choices on the data via the 
My School website. 
 
NAPLAN results across Australia 
To examine the results of these examinations over 
the time of NAPLAN implementation a number of 
graphs have been developed. The graphs below 
show the data from 2009-2013 for all States and 
Territories in Australia and the National Average. 
The results for 2008 have been removed because 
they were from the first implementation of the 
testing process and therefore may not be as 
accurate. The results are presented for Years 3 & 5 
as these were the most relevant to the remainder 
of the data collection and are collated by Year 
group for the 4 subject areas tested. 
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Figure 1: Year 3 Reading results 2009-2013 
 
 
Figure 2: Year 3 Spelling results 2009-2013 
 
 
Figure 3: Year 3 Grammar and Punctuation results 
2009-2013 
 
Figure 4: Year 3 Numeracy results 2009-2013 
 
 
Figure 5: Year 5 Reading results 2009-2013 
 
 
Figure 6: Year 5 Spelling results 2009-2013 
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Figure 7: Year 5 Grammar and Punctuation results 
2009-2013 
 
Figure 8: Year 5 Numeracy results 2009-2013 
 
These trendlines show the averages for states, 
territories and the nation during the period of 
2009-2013 (in other words over a 5 year period). In 
these tables presented, the Writing Domain has 
not been included because the style of the test 
changed (from narrative to persuasive text) over 
the period so a fair comparison cannot be made. 
While there are generally gains in average NAPLAN 
scores during the 5 year period, these gains are so 
small they are hardly significant, either in the 
statistical or qualitative sense. For example, in 
Year 3 Reading, while WA’s average has increased 
by 5.89 marks per year across the five years, NSW 
only increased by 0.79 marks across the 5 years (as 
measured by the slope of the line). The trendline 
for the Australian average showed that marks had 
increased by 2.19 over the period. However, it is 
important to remember that these are not 
percentages, they are marks from a starting base 
of around 400. Increasing the average by a couple 
of marks, given the time, cost and emphasis placed 
on the tests is hardly showing improvement at all. 
Furthermore, there are a number of domains that 
show a negative trend in this period, Year 5 
Spelling, Year 5 Grammar and Punctuation, offset 
by the fact that Year 5 Reading and Year 5 
Numeracy improved. The inconsistency of these 
trends is perturbing. In the same year that 
students got better at reading (as measured by the 
test scores), they got worse at Grammar and 
Punctuation and Spelling (as measured by the test 
scores). Presumably Grammar and Punctuation 
and Spelling are significant for Reading 
Comprehension, so it seems incredibly strange 
that students could get better at Reading while 
getting worse at Spelling. It can only lead to the 
conclusion that there is either an inconsistency 
across the domains, and/or there are jurisdiction 
based reasons for these national results. 
Recent research, conducted by Chris Bonner and 
Bernie Shepherd, suggests that there is another 
story lurking beneath the averages presented. 
They found, by analysing the data published on the 
My School website, that despite the averages 
remaining relatively static, the average scores of 
schools serving low-SES communities (as measured 
by ICSEA) had declined significantly, while schools 
in more affluent communities had improved. In 
other words, the lack of significant improvement in 
average scores on NAPLAN tests concealed the 
fact “that student performance didn’t lift over this 
time and, if anything, the achievement levels of 
our lowest performers declined” (Bonner and 
Shepherd 2014). So, for whatever reason, the 
policy objective of NAPLAN, namely to improve 
student achievement through making schools 
accountable for their test-scores does not seem to 
be working as intended. 
 
Limitations 
All studies have necessary and inopportune 
constraints imposed upon them and this one is no 
different. It is important to note that many of 
these limitations are pragmatic in nature, and/or a 
feature of the research design. This research 
contributes to ongoing debates and dialogues 
about NAPLAN, My School and the impact on 
school communities. However, caution must be 
always be exercised in assuming that these 
findings are either representative or encapsulate 
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the all possible views, beliefs and perceptions. This 
is not to say that the research is not rigorous, 
informative and important. Rather, it is to suggest 
that it is an accurate and reasonable reflection of 
the views of those who participated. A summary of 
the limitations follows: 
1. The first limitation concerns the survey 
sample. A pragmatic decision was made to utilise a 
volunteer, snowball sampling method to gain as 
many views as possible. However, there are always 
cautions with volunteer samples in that they may 
not accurately represent the views of the total 
population of teachers. 
2. The second concerns the number of 
schools (n=9) that participated as case sites. 
Because it was important that the fieldwork was 
conducted in Term 2, when NAPLAN is conducted 
and therefore when participants have the most 
recent memories of the tests, four to five schools 
was at the upper limit of what one researcher 
could investigate. While these schools were 
selected because of their characteristics to provide 
diverse perspectives, it is not possible in 9 schools 
to represent all the unique schools out there. 
Thus, there were no rural or remote schools 
included, neither were there high schools selected 
(beyond that of one K-12 school where the focus 
was on the K-6 staff). This obviously is an 
opportunity for further study. 
3. One obvious limitation concerns the 
relatively small sample of parents who contributed 
to the research. Despite multiple strategies for 
recruitment (for example, in one SA school 50 
parents were phoned asking if they would 
participate in an interview but all declined) the 
numbers of participants remained low. While not 
being surprising, it is notoriously difficult to get 
parents involved in research projects for a variety 
of reasons, and thus care must be taken in 
interpreting parent responses. 
4. The research design needed to be flexible 
to the needs of the individual schools. The 
intensity of school life meant that two WA school 
principals (Chestnut Primary School (CPS) and 
Acacia Primary School (APS)) were reluctant to 
have their teachers interviewed, but were more 
than happy to be interviewed themselves and have 
parents participate. In SA, Oleander Primary 
School did not want parents to participate as they 
were concerned that due to other research being 
conducted in the school their parents might 
experience research fatigue. However, all other 
schools participated completely.  
5. Ethical regulations and considerations 
regarding the involvement of children, particularly 
young children in Year 3, meant that student 
perceptions were not included in the research 
design. This is clearly an important area for further 
investigation. 
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Methodology 
A mixed methods approach was used to collect 
quantitative and qualitative data in three phases, 
Phase 1, Phase 2 and Phase 3 respectively. A mixed 
methods approach was used because it can offer a 
more sophisticated appraisal of the complex 
educational issue at hand than what a single 
methodology could achieve. Using mixed 
methodologies provides an opportunity for 
presenting different perspectives on divergent 
views. The value of mixed methods lies in its ability 
to open up the interpretative dimension of 
research, and thus it holds promise for identifying 
greater sociologically significant conclusions than 
would be possible with a single methodology 
alone.  Furthermore, in collecting data from many 
different sources, a mixed methodology offers 
opportunities for both the verification and 
discovery of trends which can be converged and 
triangulated, thus improving the validity and 
reliability of this research.  
In Phase 1, a large-scale online survey was 
administered to WA teachers’ to assess their 
attitudes to and experiences of NAPLAN testing in 
schools. This survey gleaned quantitative data 
through the inclusion of Likert rating scale 
questions, as well as qualitative data through the 
inclusion of open-ended questions.  The results 
from this preliminary study highlighted a number 
of key areas requiring further investigation 
(Thompson, 2013; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013), 
specifically, the need to see what teachers and 
other stakeholders perceive is happening in 
schools as a result of NAPLAN. Thus, Phases 2 and 
3 were developed to address these questions.  
Specifically, the research aimed to address three 
central issues: (1) to provide an in-depth analysis 
of those issues in context, by exploring the 
perceptions of the effects of NAPLAN from within 
local school communities, (2) explore other 
stakeholder perspectives including parents and 
principals, and (3), contextualize the teacher 
perceptions of Phase 1 through fieldwork in 
specific schools. 
Details pertaining to the quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies used in this study are 
briefly described below. 
 
Methodological approach: Phases 1, 2 
and 3 
The first phase of the research study involved a 
large-scale online survey administered to teachers 
in WA and SA from April to June, 2012. WA and SA 
were chosen because there were a number of 
jurisdictional similarities; these states are relatively 
isolated from the centres of power on Australia’s 
East coast, and also there are similar issues 
confronting education services in each state, 
including servicing remote communities, and 
ongoing competition between public and private 
schools for student enrolments. Unlike most 
Australian states, students in Year 7 in 2012 
remained in primary school, thus providing 
NAPLAN data across the primary school year 
levels. 
In Phase 1, participant teachers from WA and SA 
were asked to respond to a Likert scale to survey 
items in the areas of Stress, Curriculum and 
Pedagogy, and Self-Efficacy. The survey comprised 
of open-ended questions and participants were 
recruited via a voluntary snowball sampling 
method. To minimize presentation bias, no direct 
incentives were offered for participating in the 
research. As data was voluntarily offered, this 
cannot be considered a representative sample. 
The issues that emerged from Phase 1 informed 
the subsequent development of Phase 2 and 3. 
In Phase 2, interviews and focus groups were 
conducted with principals, teachers and parents in 
WA schools.  Participants were asked a series of 
open-ended questions across a number of areas: 
the positive and negative impacts of NAPLAN, the 
effect of NAPLAN on relationships in their school, 
the effect of NAPLAN on teaching and learning, 
and the use and impact of the MySchool website.  
Phase 3 of the study involved similar interviews 
and focus groups with principals and teachers from 
schools in SA. 
For Phase 2 and 3, voluntary snowball sampling 
was used to obtain a large sample across the 
school sites (see Table 1). The data collected from 
Phase 2 and 3 were analysed qualitatively by using 
rounds of coding, categorizing, theming and 
reflective discussion. To enhance the reliability and 
validity of the data analysis, the coding and 
classification of the data was conducted by two 
researchers who independently coded the data 
and later cross-checked results. In the 
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presentation and discussion of results, 
pseudonyms have been applied to the schools and 
the participants to ensure the anonymity of those 
involved in the interview process. 
 
Table 1. Phase 2 and 3: Participants interviewed  
Factor Level WA SA 
 
  No. of participants 
Participant Principals 5 4 
 Teachers 17 40 
 Parents 33 0* (68) 
    
School 
system 
Government 1 3 
 Independent 3 1 
  Catholic 1 0 
 
* There were 68 SA parents from the 3 
Government schools who participated in a 
questionnaire. Details are included on page 75. 
 
Phase 1 – Online survey 
For the quantitative analysis in Phase 1, 941 
teachers participated in the study1. Of these 
responses, approximately 560 came from Western 
Australia and the remainder from South Australia. 
Participant demographics, detailing gender, school 
type, age and socio-economic status of the school 
are presented below in Table 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: Participant Demographics – Online Survey 
                                                            
1 Not all teachers completed the entire survey. 
Factor Level Total 
 
Gender Male 216 
 Female 725 
State WA 558 
 SA 383 
School System Government 577 
 Independent 140 
 Catholic 224 
School Level Primary School 715 
 High School 226 
Age Ranges 21-30 104 
 31-40 162 
 41-50 263 
 51-60 363 
 61 and up 49 
SES Low  81 
 Average 811 
 High  49 
 Total 941 
 
The results from these quantitative scales and the 
important items to note are outlined briefly below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stress 
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Survey Item 
Frequencies (Percent of responding) 
M (SD) SD = 0 D = 1 N = 2 A = 3 SA = 4 
(1) I have little time to relax/enjoy my 
teaching. 
30 
(3.6%) 
153 
(18.3%) 
95 
(11.4%) 
358 
(42.9%) 
198 
(23.7%) 
2.6 (1.1) 
(2) There is not enough time to get things 
done. 
4 
(0.5%) 
39 
(4.7%) 
37 
(4.4%) 
298 
(35.7%) 
456 
(54.7%) 
3.4 (0.8) 
(3) I feel sufficiently prepared for my job. 
15 
(1.8%) 
123 
(14.7%) 
133 
(15.9%) 
462 
(55.4%) 
101 
(12.1%) 
2.6 (0.9) 
(4) There is more than enough time to 
prepare for NAPLAN. 
147 
(17.6%) 
225 
(27.0%) 
250 
(30.0%) 
175 
(21.0%) 
37 
(4.4%) 
1.7 (1.1) 
(5) There is too much work to do. 
7 
(0.8%) 
41 
(4.9%) 
120 
(14.4%) 
359 
(43.0%) 
307 
(36.8%) 
3.1 (0.9) 
(6) The pace of the school day is too fast. 
2 
(0.2%) 
70 
(8.4%) 
143 
(17.1%) 
350 
(42.0%) 
269 
(32.3%) 
3.0 (0.9) 
(7) NAPLAN preparation and administration 
takes up too much of my time. 
13 
(1.6%) 
95 
(11.4%) 
222 
(26.6%) 
267 
(32.0%) 
237 
(28.4%) 
2.7 (1.0) 
(8) I feel I am unable to attend to many 
important tasks. 
6 
(0.7%) 
110 
(13.2%) 
152 
(18.2%) 
394 
(47.2%) 
172 
(20.6%) 
2.7 (1.0) 
(9) I have significant control over decisions 
made about classroom/school matters. 
71 
(8.5%) 
194 
(23.3%) 
160 
(19.2%) 
360 
(43.2%) 
49 
(5.9%) 
2.1 (1.1) 
(10) I worry that my NAPLAN results will be 
poor. 
60 
(7.2%) 
165 
(19.8%) 
234 
(28.1%) 
292 
(35.0%) 
83 
(10.0%) 
2.2 (1.1) 
(11) I worry I am letting my students down. 
80 
(9.6%) 
203 
(24.3%) 
157 
(18.8%) 
293 
(35.1%) 
101 
(12.1%) 
2.2 (1.2) 
 
Generally teachers reported a high level of stress 
in their day to day activities. However, it is 
important to caution that teaching is generally 
perceived as a stressful profession, so it would be 
false to attribute this to NAPLAN alone.  
•  Teachers generally find their jobs 
stressful (Q1). 
•  Teachers generally report that there is 
time stress in their jobs (Q2 and Q5) and that 
NAPLAN administration in particular contributes to 
this stress (Q7).  
• Teachers reported that the time spent on 
NAPLAN preparation was adequate (Q4), although 
these results are ameliorated by responses later in 
the survey about how that time is forced into a 
crowded curriculum.  
• Teachers generally feel that they are 
doing their best for their students (Q11) and they 
still feel in control of their classrooms (Q9).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy 
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Survey Item 
Frequencies (Percent of responding) 
M (SD) SD = 0 D = 1 N = 2 A = 3 SA = 4 
(1) NAPLAN has resulted in me giving 
lessons that improve higher-order thinking 
and critical analysis by my students. 
148 
(18.3%) 
280 
(34.6%) 
210 
(26.0%) 
156 
(19.3%) 
15 
(1.9%) 
1.5 (1.1) 
(2) NAPLAN has encouraged me to 
give lessons that prepare students for 
the tests. 
25 
(3.1%) 
42 
(5.2%) 
66 
(8.2%) 
468 
(57.8%) 
208 
(25.7%) 
3.0 (0.9) 
(3) NAPLAN promotes classroom 
conversations that lead to sustained 
dialogue between students and between 
teachers and students. 
169 
(20.9%) 
318 
(39.3%) 
207 
(25.6%) 
105 
(13.0%) 
10 
(1.2%) 
1.3 (1.0) 
(4) I feel that student learning in language, 
grammar and technical vocabulary have 
improved since the introduction of 
NAPLAN. 
112 
(13.8%) 
282 
(34.9%) 
227 
(28.1%) 
172 
(21.3%) 
16 
(2.0%) 
1.6 (1.0) 
(5) I feel that student learning in 
numeracy has improved since the 
introduction of NAPLAN. 
122 
(15.1%) 
299 
(37.0%) 
276 
(34.1%) 
105 
(13.0%) 
7 
(0.9%) 
1.5 (0.9) 
(6) The need to focus on NAPLAN has 
forced me to take class time away from 
other curriculum areas. 
23 
(2.8%) 
73 
(9.0%) 
89 
(11.0%) 
331 
(40.9%) 
293 
(36.2%) 
3.0 (1.0) 
(7) The need to focus on NAPLAN has 
resulted in less emphasis and teaching time 
devoted to some curriculum areas in all 
classes at my school. 
15 
(1.9%) 
85 
(10.5%) 
132 
(16.3%) 
331 
(40.9%) 
246 
(30.4%) 
2.9 (1.0) 
(8) NAPLAN facilitates students making 
connections from what the tests assess to 
their real-life contexts. 
286 
(35.4%) 
318 
(39.3%) 
155 
(19.2%) 
37 
(4.6%) 
13 
(1.6%) 
1.0 (0.9) 
(9) NAPLAN does not enable students to 
focus on identifying and solving intellectual 
and/or real-world problems. 
18 
(2.2%) 
64 
(7.9%) 
194 
(24.0%) 
352 
(43.5%) 
181 
(22.4%) 
2.8 (1.0) 
(10) NAPLAN has meant that students have 
control over the pace, directions and 
outcomes of lessons in my class. 
322 
(39.8%) 
358 
(44.3%) 
106 
(13.1%) 
18 
(2.2%) 
5 
(0.6%) 
0.8 (0.8) 
(11) NAPLAN promotes a socially 
supportive and positive classroom 
environment. 
327 
(40.4%) 
321 
(39.7%) 
134 
(16.6%) 
23 
(2.8%) 
4 
(0.4%) 
0.8 (0.8) 
(12) The criteria for judging student 
performance in NAPLAN are clear 
and explicit. 
97 
(12.0%) 
230 
(28.4%) 
199 
(24.6%) 
257 
(31.8%) 
26 
(3.2%) 
1.9 (1.1) 
(13) NAPLAN promotes classes 
where students are engaged and 
on task. 
253 
(31.3%) 
293 
(36.2%) 
186 
(23.0%) 
71 
(8.8%) 
6 
(0.6%) 
1.1 (1.0) 
(14) NAPLAN facilitates classes where the 
participation of students of different 
backgrounds is encouraged. 
309 
(38.2%) 
291 
(36.0%) 
175 
(21.6%) 
32 
(4.0%) 
2 
(0.2%) 
0.9 (0.9) 
Teacher perceptions of the impact of NAPLAN on 
curriculum and pedagogy matches those 
experienced in countries like the US and UK. The 
responses to these questions generally evidence a 
narrowing of the curriculum, teaching to the test 
and the growth of a classroom environment that is  
neither engaging nor inclusive to the needs of 
individual students.  
 Teachers are modifying their curriculum 
to prepare students for NAPLAN, and they can see 
this across the schools in which they teach (Q6 and 
Q 7).  
 The tests themselves are perceived to be 
of little educative benefit for students (Q1, Q8 and 
Q9).  
 Of major concern is that the pressure 
associated with the tests, and the comparison 
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associated, appear to be promoting classroom 
environments in the majority of school contexts, 
that adopt teacher centred pedagogies (Q10) and 
create negative classroom environments (Q11) 
where the students requiring the most support are 
the least likely to participate (Q14).  
 Also concerning is the impact of these 
changes lowers student engagement (Q13).  
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Self-Efficacy  
Survey Item 
Frequencies (Percent of responding) 
M 
(SD) 
Nothing  
1 2 3 4 
 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
6 
 
 
 
7 
 
 
 
8 
A great 
deal  
9 
(1) How much can 
you do to motivate 
students who show 
low interest in 
achieving well in 
NAPLAN tests? 
46 
(5.9%) 
115 
(14.6%) 
158 
(20.1%) 
116 
(14.8%) 
125 
(15.9%) 
94 
(12.0%) 
69 
(8.8%) 
25 
(3.2%) 
37 
(4.7%) 
4.4 
(2.1) 
(2) How much can 
you do to get 
students to believe 
they can do well in 
NAPLAN tests? 
22 
(2.8%) 
36 
(4.6%) 
91 
(11.6%) 
113 
(14.4%) 
135 
(17.2%) 
167 
(21.3%) 
115 
(14.6%) 
49 
(6.2%) 
57 
(7.3%) 
5.4 
(2.0) 
(3) How much can 
you do to help 
students value 
learning as a result 
of NAPLAN? 
90 
(11.5%) 
126 
(16.1%) 
136 
(17.3%) 
125 
(15.9%) 
138 
(17.6%) 
80 
(10.2%) 
56 
(7.1%) 
15 
(1.9%) 
19 
(2.4%) 
4.0 
(2.0) 
(4) How much can 
you do to calm a 
student who is 
anxious or 
apprehensive about 
NAPLAN tests? 
25 
(3.2%) 
72 
(9.2%) 
105 
(13.4%) 
100 
(12.7%) 
101 
(12.9%) 
138 
(17.6%) 
108 
(13.8%) 
56 
(7.1%) 
80 
(10.2%) 
5.3 
(2.2) 
(5) How much can 
you do to have a 
wide range of 
assessment 
strategies valued 
outside of NAPLAN? 
31 
(3.9%) 
41 
(5.2%) 
50 
(6.4%) 
49 
(6.2%) 
80 
(10.2%) 
85 
(10.8%) 
125 
(15.9%) 
94 
(12.0%) 
230 
(29.3%) 
6.5 
(2.4) 
(6) How much can 
you do to provide 
an alternative 
explanation when 
students are 
confused about 
what is expected of 
them in a NAPLAN 
test? 
96 
(12.2%) 
109 
(13.9%) 
75 
(9.6%) 
84 
(10.7%) 
120 
(15.3%) 
90 
(11.5%) 
79 
(10.1%) 
62 
(7.9%) 
70 
(8.9%) 
4.7 
(2.5) 
(7) How much can 
you do to assist 
families in helping 
their children do 
well in NAPLAN? 
42 
(5.4%) 
87 
(11.1%) 
109 
(13.9%) 
123 
(15.7%) 
156 
(19.9%) 
115 
(14.6%) 
79 
(10.1%) 
32 
(4.1%) 
42 
(5.4%) 
4.7 
(2.1) 
(8) How much can 
you do to ensure 
that NAPLAN 
results accurately 
reflect the 
educational 
experience in your 
classroom? 
196 
(25.0%) 
154 
(19.6%) 
126 
(16.1%) 
82 
(10.4%) 
102 
(13.0%) 
52 
(6.6%) 
42 
(5.4%) 
13 
(1.7%) 
18 
(2.3%) 
3.3 
(2.1) 
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The fact that the pattern of responses here from 
teachers falls generally in the average range 
(around 5) is itself a concern. Teacher self-efficacy, 
or the belief that they can and are making a 
difference, is an area that we would like to see as 
high as possible. Generally the higher the self-
efficacy, the more that teachers perceive their 
efforts in the classroom as making a difference to 
the life-chances of young people. With the 
exception of Q5, teachers on average are reporting 
average self-efficacy as a result of NAPLAN.  
• Teachers indicated a strong belief that 
they could have a wide range of assessments 
valued instead of NAPLAN (Q5).  
• Teachers indicated that they had less 
confidence that they could ensure that NAPLAN 
measured accurately the educational experience in 
their class (Q8).  
• Teachers reported an average lower than 
5 on questions that asked about their beliefs 
regarding how much they could do to motivate 
students (Q1), value learning (Q3), provide 
alternative explanations to students (Q6), help 
families prepare their students and have the 
results accurately reflect the educational 
experience in the classroom (Q8).  
• Other items that were about the mean of 
5 concerned teachers beliefs in their ability to 
assist students in believing they could do well in 
NAPLAN (Q2) and their ability to calm anxious 
students (Q4).  
The qualitative analysis of Phase 1 included a 
number of open-ended questions that focused on 
relationships with other stakeholders within the 
school environment and the positive and negative 
impacts of NAPLAN. These responses largely match 
the survey data above, while the majority of 
teachers responded negatively to the impact of 
NAPLAN in their school and classroom, there were 
a minority of responses that spoke of its 
usefulness and positive impacts. The responses to 
these questions are presented and briefly 
discussed below. 
 
Impact on learning 
The teachers were asked if they thought NAPLAN 
improved the learning of students in their class 
and to explain why they felt this way. Table 3 
provides the frequency of their responses and is 
followed with some quotations from the 
participants. 
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Table 3: Response to question of improved learning 
Themes Sub-themes 
 
Frequency 
No, not really, very 
little 
It has a negative impact on learning through a narrow focus, lack of 
relevance to students, impeding progress, disconnecting from prior learning, 
lack of collaboration, or lessening of intrinsic learning 
285 
It’s a snapshot assessment that carries too much weight, it’s an exercise in 
test-taking, or the questions are difficult for students to understand 
184 
It doesn’t respond to individual or group needs 133 
It increases stress or pressure or it reduces student confidence 87 
Teachers provide learning experiences, not NAPLAN 67 
The timing is wrong or it needs to be done more frequently 58 
It doesn’t reflect my pedagogy or my teaching priorities 52 
Total 866 (67%) 
Yes or mostly It focuses teachers, students or schools on important aspects of learning or it 
guides teaching and learning 
159 
It helps students to develop learning or test strategies 41 
It works for able or motivated students or students with particular skill sets  33 
It increases accountability 24 
It highlights national trends or allows national comparisons to be made 10 
Total 267 (21%) 
Occasionally or for 
some students only  
Total 127 (10%) 
Unsure  Total 23 (2%) 
The most common theme was that NAPLAN was 
not improving learning, or at best was having an 
inconsequential impact. 67% of coded responses 
identified that NAPLAN was not having a positive 
impact on learning. In particular, teachers 
perceived that NAPLAN had a narrow focus, lacked 
relevance to students and their prior learning, 
lessened collaboration in the classroom and 
promoted approaches that lessened ‘deep’ 
learning. Many comments reported that it 
increased stress and pressure, did not enable 
inclusivity or timely feedback and is an exercise in 
test-taking rather than a task that promotes 
authentic learning.  
For many teachers, the NAPLAN tests remained 
disconnected from what was being taught in class, 
how learning was being facilitated and the life-
contexts of many of the learners. As High School 
teacher Mary (25 yrs exp, SA, Cath, Low) argued:  
There is no connection to the content 
previously learnt in class. I encourage 
higher order thinking in my 
classroom. I differentiate content, 
tasks, and assessments. The way I try 
to teach is not reflected in the 
NAPLAN test, the learning skills 
students use in my classroom are not 
valued by NAPLAN. 
One of the major issues for many teachers was 
that NAPLAN, and the perceived requirement to 
teach to the test to maximise results, promoted 
superficial learning experiences. Jill, a Year 3 
teacher (25 yrs exp, WA, Cath, Avg), argued: 
I think that NAPLAN creates an 
educational environment where 
topics and concepts are covered 
superficially so that a broad area of 
the curriculum is taught in the early 
part of the year. Without NAPLAN, 
teachers would have the time to 
allow students to learn through the 
inquiry method and would encourage 
them to make links to prior 
knowledge to develop a deeper 
understanding. 
 
However, while 67% of the responses indicated 
that NAPLAN did not have a positive impact on 
learning, 21% identified some positive impacts. 
These varied from a perception that it provides a 
focus or guide on literacy and numeracy learning, 
that NAPLAN works for some students with 
particular skill sets or that it highlights national 
trends and enables comparisons to be made. 
Marianne, a Year 4 teacher (12 yrs exp, WA, Gov, 
High), argued: “NAPLAN does give the teacher 
direction on what is expected in years 3 5 7 and 9.” 
This was supported by Keyser Soze, a Year 7 
teacher (13 yrs exp, WA, Gov, Low): “It probably 
ensures I am more focused on understanding what 
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level my students are at and that my teaching is 
focused on what the children actually need to 
learn to adequately develop their skills.” 
To further highlight the complexity of 
understanding the effects on NAPLAN, there were 
some teachers who argued that NAPLAN could 
improve the learning experience of specific types 
of students, albeit often at the expense of others. 
For example, Donkey, a Year 5 teacher (2 yrs exp, 
WA, Gov, Avg), argued that the impact on learning 
was mixed:  
To some degree and with some 
students. Those students who 
respond to pressure and challenge 
may improve their learning as they 
work hard for NAPLAN; however, 
most students, particularly those at 
risk and with learner diversity 
requirements are simply locked out 
of such an opportunity. 
 
Impact on relationships 
Teachers reported that NAPLAN was having a 
negative impact on relationships. This occurred 
with parents through a lessening in confidence as 
their professional judgment was being questioned, 
and with staff due to the increased competition 
within schools. Teachers were asked to report on 
the impact of NAPLAN on relationships with 
parents. The responses are outlined in Table 4. 
 
 
Table 4. Responses on impact of NAPLAN on relationships 
Themes Sub-themes Frequency 
 
NAPLAN is 
changing 
relationships  
Pressure on students, teachers or schools to improve student outcomes 169 
Valuing or over-importance of the test or the results 137 
More feedback or resources are required from the teacher re NAPLAN 111 
Challenged communication or strained relationships with parents 95 
Good relationships or communication with parents 87 
Mixed response depending on parental attitude to NAPLAN or the 
results 
41 
Total 640 (48%) 
Little or no impact No impact 244 
Little impact 71 
Miscellaneous, unsure, not applicable, or no response 55 
Lack of parental support, concern or interest 49 
Total 419 (32%) 
Difficulty in 
explaining NAPLAN 
to parents 
NAPLAN is limited or parents are aware of broader educational goals 111 
Concern, stress, or anxiety about NAPLAN for parents or children 110 
Parents don’t understand the testing process or the results 38 
Total 259 (20%) 
 
The largest number of responses (48%) from 
teachers perceived that NAPLAN was having an 
impact on relationships with parents. This was 
manifesting in various ways: in pressure on 
students, teachers or schools to show 
improvement in student outcomes, strained 
relationships with parents as well as teachers 
reporting that they were having to spend more 
time and resources explaining NAPLAN testing and 
individual student results to parents. Some 
teachers believed that there had been a range of 
both positive and negative impacts on teacher-
parent relationships. A small percentage of 
responses suggested that NAPLAN had actually 
improved teacher-parent relationships.  
As Tammy, a Year 5 teacher (25 yrs exp, WA, Cath, 
High) stated: “Negatively – they [parents] lay 
blame for unexpected results on shoulders of 
current teachers. Always on guard, trying to justify 
reasons for doing things.” This perception was 
supported by Honey, a Year 5 teacher (25 yrs exp, 
WA, Gov, Avg): “It has become a lot more strained 
as the talk is now more about how the child will go 
at NAPLAN (some parents of struggling children 
want to pull theirs out but don't really have an 
option) and less on how we can help the child.” 
Harley, a Year 1 teacher (4 yrs exp, WA, Ind, High), 
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spoke of how parental concern about NAPLAN 
filtered into non-NAPLAN classrooms:  
Even as a Year 1 teacher I have 
parents concerned about how what I 
am teaching will affect their child's 
NAPLAN results in Year 3. It takes 
away the trust and the benefits of 
looking at 'what we can do now to 
help' and focuses the relationship on 
'what I can do to make sure your 
child passes a test’. 
 
Positive impacts 
When asked to identify positive aspects of the 
NAPLAN testing process, the teachers’ responses 
revealed a number of themes and sub-themes, 
shown in Table 5. 
 
 
Table 5. Positive aspects of NAPLAN 
Themes 
 
Sub-themes Frequency 
Whole school 
coordination 
It promotes accountability 73 
A focus on literacy or numeracy 72 
Access to resources to improve results 65 
Identification of a whole school focus 51 
Collaboration, sharing of ideas, strategies, goals or resources 31 
It backs up teacher or school assessments up 25 
Total 317 (29%) 
None or minimal None 190 
Few positives or negatives identified 53 
Miscellaneous 25 
Cynical comment 18 
There are better or other alternatives to NAPLAN 11 
Total 297 (27%) 
Students get 
better at tests 
Challenging or helping students to improve 71 
Good practice at test taking 54 
Planning or goal oriented 52 
Provides reinforcement of strengths or achievements 41 
Increases explicit or direct teaching 39 
Increases student or parent engagement 19 
Able to answer multiple choice questions 6 
Total 282 (26%) 
Better 
monitoring of 
students 
 
Identification of strengths and weaknesses and informing teacher program 105 
Provides assessment, data or comparison 35 
Able to track individual or group progress over time 28 
Provides school level data 23 
Total 191 (18%) 
 
Whole school coordination 
29% of teachers perceived an improved 
coordination of literacy and numeracy programs 
across their school as a result of NAPLAN. Many 
teachers stated that one of the positives of 
NAPLAN was that it promoted a coordinated 
literacy and numeracy strategy across the school. 
As ‘jb’, a Year 6 teacher in a WA low 
socioeconomic Independent school argued, a 
positive of NAPLAN was that it had resulted in a 
“unity and purpose of whole school curriculum 
planning; identification of trends both positive and 
negative”. ‘Bosswoman’, a Yr 5 teacher in a SA very 
low socioeconomic school, stated that NAPLAN in 
had resulted in: 
[A] greater determination to have a well-
researched and effective English program. 
We are now using the results to run a 
specific literacy intervention program 
which is one of my roles this year. A team 
of us have thoroughly scanned through 
the NAPLAN results to study trends in our 
school. 
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Another positive of NAPLAN reported by 
participants was better access to resources and 
extra funding that targeted improved literacy and 
numeracy. Saz, a WA Year 2 teacher in a low 
socioeconomic school stated: 
A few teachers need to have guidance on 
coverage of literacy and numeracy and 
sometimes need reminders to improve 
the rigor of their teaching. Some 
advantage in trying to get teachers 
working developmentally to pick up the 
pace or intensity of learning to close the 
gap for children working below the grade 
level (or benchmark). Funding for this was 
good.  
Some teachers argued that NAPLAN improved 
collaboration between teachers; in specific year 
groups and across the school, as they shared ideas, 
resources and strategies to improve NAPLAN 
results. As BB, a WA Pre-Primary teacher in a low 
socioeconomic school saw it, NAPLAN had 
promoted new communication and collaboration 
strategies across the school.  
Greater communication between year 
levels in relation to programs and student 
progress. Case management plans for 
students. Discussion about results and 
moderation. Valuing of the whole of 
school input. Whole school approaches. 
Discourse about gaps in students learning 
and ways to address these gaps. 
Involvement of students in target setting. 
 
Better monitoring of students 
About 18% of teachers believed that NAPLAN 
enabled better monitoring of students across the 
years of their schooling and improved tracking of 
students to improve their learning. As ‘A.Ryan’, a 
Year 5 teacher in a WA Catholic school stated, a 
positive of NAPLAN was that it improved planning 
for individual intervention: “Identifying trends in 
learning areas for effective planning, intervention 
and developing strategic planning-- for any kinds 
of learners-- above and below average”. This 
monitoring extended to following students from 
their previous school to enable better intervention 
as ‘growl’, a SA High School teacher in an average 
SES school noted: “Data provides a guide for new 
enrolments”.  
None or minimal 
Across the results, 27% of responses indicated that 
there had been none, or very minimal, positive 
impacts as a result of NAPLAN. The largest number 
of responses to the question of the positive impact 
of NAPLAN was the 190 responses of “None”. 
Reasons for this varied, but many teachers made 
reference to the “unintended consequences” 
identified in the literature; namely increased stress 
for school communities, a narrowed curriculum 
focus and pressure to teach to the test. Other 
unintended consequences included a decrease in 
student motivation, increased absenteeism and a 
fear that students manipulated the results to ‘get 
teachers’. As Andrew, an Independent Year 3 
teacher in a High SES school stated: 
The only positive is that parents and 
teachers get information about how their 
students compare to others. However, 
the benefits of this do not outweigh the 
damage it does to my teaching and 
learning programmes because I abandon 
valuable learning experiences to teach to 
the test. 
For Kaye, a WA Year 3 teacher in an average SES 
school, NAPLAN was having a dramatic, negative 
impact on teaching and learning in her school. 
None - I feel that we are not teaching the 
true way. Instead we are spending our 
whole time looking at data, then trying to 
fill gaps as a school, then do some 
unrelated teaching. I didn't mind the 
initial WALNA - it came, it went. The 
results were looked at, we discussed 
them then moved on. We were working 
on First Steps then and we were really 
looking at the developmental needs of 
the child. NAPLAN doesn't even take into 
consideration the differences in children, 
especially in Year 3. 
 
Students get better at tests 
26% of teachers reported that one positive of 
NAPLAN was that students get better at tests as a 
result of NAPLAN. On the one hand, this seems a 
pyrrhic success, as an expensive national policy 
implemented to drive improvement in equity, 
getting better at tests hardly seems a reasonable 
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return on the time and investment. That said, 
some teachers took a pragmatic approach and saw 
that tests and testing were a part of life, and that 
students had to get used to this at some stage. As 
Fred, a WA Pre Primary Government school 
teacher in an average SES context wrote: 
“Students are prepared for 'how to take the test'. 
Teaching students how to participate in a variety 
of tests is a life skill.”  
This was supported by the view that overcoming 
the nerves and anxiety of the NAPLAN tests could 
be beneficial for students. As Matilda, a Year 3 WA 
teacher in an average Government school saw it: 
“The children complete the NAPLAN experience, 
feeling confident and successful. In their eyes, they 
have faced a challenge and 'it wasn't too bad'.” 
Some teachers were also more comfortable with 
the explicit teaching that they felt NAPLAN 
required. As Jane, a Year 3 teacher in a WA 
Catholic school in a high SES context perceived: 
“There has been improvement in skills, in terms of 
reading comprehension, genre writing, maths, 
spelling and grammar. The increased focus and 
explicit teaching has been of great benefit.” As 
well, other teachers mentioned that it could 
challenge students to succeed, and the results 
could provide reinforcement of what schools were 
doing well while promoting conversations with 
parents. 
 
Negatives of NAPLAN 
The final area of the qualitative review looked at 
responses to the question: What, if any, are the 
negative impacts you have seen in your 
school/class as a result of NAPLAN? Five themes 
were identified from this question which are 
outlined with their corresponding sub-themes and 
frequency in Table 6 then the main 4 themes are 
explained further with supporting quotes. 
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Table 6. Negatives of NAPLAN 
Themes Sub-themes 
 
Frequency 
Stress, pressure or 
anxiety 
Increased student anxiety, stress or pressure 383 
Pressure on teaching staff 325 
Not feeling good about one’s own ability, school or learning 113 
Pressure on parents 89 
Pressure on schools or principals 79 
Parents putting pressure on their children, the teacher or school 67 
Total 1,056 (44%) 
Curriculum & 
Pedagogy 
Teaching to the test 346 
It competes with balanced or effective curriculum, teaching and learning 265 
It detracts from creating an inclusive and responsive learning environment 140 
Total 751 (31%) 
Test design A one-off test used to make judgments 96 
Weaker, ESL and Culturally diverse students are disadvantaged 91 
Not a fair representation of student or school ability or effort 89 
Skewed data - inaccurate, absent, transient, low ability students 42 
The results don't guide teaching for that year 35 
Political or systems level comments 34 
Students refusing to participate or it has little relevance to them 21 
Total 408 (17%) 
Relationships Lessening of teacher confidence, efficacy or valuing of professional 
judgement 
93 
Inequities or friction among staff are noticeable 45 
Total 138 (6%) 
None or minimal None 22 
Miscellaneous 14 
Minimal 9 
Total 45 (2%) 
 
Stress, pressure and anxiety 
44% of respondents nominated stress, pressure or 
anxiety as a negative impact of the NAPLAN tests. 
This stress was seen to impact a range of school 
community members, with teachers perceiving 
increased stress for students, teachers, principals 
as well as parents as a result of NAPLAN. In 
particular, teachers were anxious that the results 
were used to measure the ability of the student 
and/or the quality of the teacher and/or the worth 
of the education experience a school offered. As 
Alyssa, a Year 4 teacher (23 yrs exp, WA, Ind, High) 
argued: 
Media publicity and government 
information has misled the public 
into thinking that NAPLAN is the only 
piece of information about their 
child's ability that should be 
considered. It has created 
unnecessary pressure on schools to 
try and outperform similar schools.  
 
 
 
For many teachers, the impact on student 
confidence, self-esteem and motivation to do well 
was being damaged by the pressure of the 
competition to do better than other teachers and 
other schools. As Patricia, a Year 7 teacher (25 yrs 
exp, SA, Cath, Avg) pointed out, in her experience 
NAPLAN resulted in “extreme, pants wetting fear 
for approximately 2 students in every class.” This 
was supported by KA, a Year 3 teacher (8 yrs exp, 
SA, Gov, Avg), who argued that the design of the 
test and the media portrayal of the results were 
also increasing pressure for students.  
Students under pressure, students 
working in an environment they 
don't normally face i.e. not allowed 
to ask for help, no 
talking/discussing/sharing ideas, 
teachers unable to support students 
or word a question in a different way, 
time constraints that are unrealistic, 
parents questioning teaching and 
learning based on media portrayal of 
results, students who are emotionally 
vulnerable on the day of the test 
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don't demonstrate their full 
knowledge. 
As well, the pressure to improve test results 
seemed to alter teaching practice. As Heartso, a 
Year 6 teacher (22 yrs exp, SA, Gov, Avg), argued: 
The emphasis... negatively affects the 
positive engagement of some 
students with learning. The focus of 
some parents on NAPLAN and its 
ever present shadow marginalises 
and diminishes the value placed on 
the learning journey designed and 
delivered by the teacher. 
 
The effects of this were experienced across the 
whole school, including both Kindergarten and 
Pre-Primary. As Jamdrop, a Pre-Primary teacher 
(22 yrs exp, WA, Gov, Avg) noted, there has been 
“a huge push down into PP and K to teach 
"academic" skills before social skills and learning 
skills are in place.”   
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy 
31% of the responses to this question spoke of the 
impact of NAPLAN on curriculum and pedagogical 
choice in schools. Primarily these responses 
focused on pressure to teach to the test and a 
narrowed curriculum focus. There was also 
concern that these effects were making 
classrooms more competitive and less inclusive. 
Milly, a Year 1 teacher (13 yrs exp, SA, Cath, Low), 
voiced her concern:  
With the pressure to get good results 
for students, some teachers end up 
teaching to the test and teaching 
facts rather than teaching the 
children how to 'learn for 
themselves'. I worry that NAPLAN is 
turning the clock back to traditional 
teaching rather than teaching skills 
that students need for the 21st 
century. 
 
The incentive to ‘teach to the test’ was supported 
by Damon, a High School teacher (13 yrs exp, WA, 
Gov, Low) who saw a culture of “striving for better 
NAPLAN results by teaching to the test. This means 
many other key areas are not taught as effectively 
as they are not tested.” Furthermore, the 
perceived necessity to prepare for the tests meant 
that teachers struggled to avoid superficial 
coverage of concepts rather than learning. As 
Racquel, a Year 3 teacher (8 yrs exp, WA, Ind, Avg), 
stated: 
It is incredibly tempting to teach to 
the test. Specifically, I have noticed 
myself and other teachers skipping 
around lots of teaching points quickly 
in the run up to the tests, just in case 
they come up, when this is not the 
best way for most students to gain 
understanding.  
 
Test design 
Teachers were also concerned that the test design 
itself was flawed and, as a result, the data 
generated could not support the ways it was being 
used in schools. In particular, teachers were 
concerned that it was a one-off test used to make 
generalisations about the quality of the learning 
experience. Importantly, participants believed that 
NAPLAN served a political rather than an educative 
agenda. As Catherine, a Year 5 teacher (3 yrs exp, 
SA, Gov, High), argued “it's ridiculous to judge a 
teacher or a school on a few hours of testing once 
a year.” Janice, a Year 3 teacher (5 yrs exp, SA, 
Gov, Avg), concurred, saying: “It is not a true 
reflection of what a child knows or is capable of, 
only gives an insight in to what they could do on 
that particular day”. For Benaiah, a Year 5 teacher 
(9 yrs exp, WA, Ind, Avg), the increased focus on 
NAPLAN damaged the legitimacy of other 
assessment activities: 
Increased focus on high-stakes 
testing means that the results of one 
test (NAPLAN) are seen as more 
important than other more realistic 
in-class activities. This leaves 
disproportionate focus on one test 
rather than the multitude of activities 
a class is normally involved in over a 
year. 
The test design was perceived to be open to 
manipulation in a number of ways. As High School 
teacher Lavender (16 yrs exp, SA, Gov, Avg) noted: 
“At the Yr 9 level, some students refuse to take the 
test seriously and sometimes deliberately 
sabotage the test. Especially in the 
Reading/Language conventions when they shade 
in all the A's, regardless of whether they are 
correct.” Furthermore, the accuracy of the data 
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was often skewed by absent students, transient 
students and the numbers of low ability students 
who sat the tests. As High School teacher Lee (6 
yrs exp, SA, Gov, Low) argued: “During NAPLAN 
there is a decline in student attendance. To me 
this means parents/caregivers as well as their child 
do not value NAPLAN.” This was obvious for High 
School teacher Peter (25 yrs exp, WA, Gov, Low) 
working in a remote community school: “Non-
attendance of large numbers of students in a 
remote community during and subsequent to 
NAPLAN testing - probably as it proved they could 
not do Gija (whitefella) work.”  
 
Relationships 
Teachers also reported increased friction between 
staff in their school, as NAPLAN and the 
publication of results on the MySchool website 
promoted increased competition and rivalry 
amongst staff, and more coercive leadership to get 
‘good’ results. As Carly, a Year 7 teacher (16 yrs 
exp, SA, Gov, Avg), argued: 
The MySchool website has had a 
significantly negative impact. They 
(NAPLAN results from the website) 
are used as a tool to slander schools 
and teachers. They are used as a tool 
to assess "good" and "bad" schools, 
without taking into consideration the 
status of schools (the "like" schools 
we are compared to is a load of 
hogwash) and their student 
backgrounds, which students they 
may/may not have withdrawn from 
testing, or the other extremely 
positive programs those schools 
could be running.  
This view was supported by Nosila, a Year 2 
teacher (12 yrs exp, WA, Gov, Low), who saw that 
her school staff was being divided into NAPLAN 
and non-NAPLAN years: “Disharmony between 
teachers, yrs 3,5 & 7 teachers carrying the load of 
NAPLAN and others not wanting to teach those 
years because of the test”. Jennifer, a Year 3 
teacher (25 yrs exp WA, Gov, Avg), stated: 
Lack of confidence to try new 
teaching strategies and techniques - 
not a risk-taking environment; can't 
afford to make mistakes even though 
this is necessary for professional 
growth. Teachers become very 
stressed, feel judged and criticised, 
negative environment and not 
conducive to sharing, innovation and 
collaboration. 
 
Conclusion for Phase 1 
The teachers who responded to this survey 
believed that NAPLAN was having a number of 
effects at the class and school level. For the 
majority of teachers, these effects were largely 
negative, and included an increased pressure on 
schools and teachers to perform, and the desire to 
be ranked highly.  These pressures impacted on 
the choices teachers’ made with respect to the 
school/classroom, the style of pedagogy teachers 
felt they had to adopt, and the subsequent 
learning opportunities and experiences of young 
people. The results from this exploratory study 
highlighted areas for further research, namely the 
effects of NAPLAN for parents, principals and 
administrators. Possibly, the effects of NAPLAN at 
the school and classroom level outweigh, or even 
work against, the supposed benefits of 
accountability and transparency in improving 
equity and outcomes within the Australian 
education system. If the experiences of the 
majority of teachers in this survey are common 
across Australia, it remains doubtful we will see 
the desired systemic improvement in literacy and 
numeracy learning.  
With this context, Phase 2 and 3 of the research 
was developed, which focused on key stakeholder 
perceptions of the impacts of NAPLAN on their 
school communities. To this end, Phase 2 and 3 
aimed to contextualise teachers’ perspectives on 
NAPLAN within the broader school context, and 
illuminate both the positive and negative impacts 
of NAPLAN from the perspective of students, 
parents, principals in school communities in WA 
and SA.  
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Phase 2: Case study research in 
Western Australian schools 
 
The second phase of the research study involved 
interviews and focus groups with principals, 
teachers and parents in Western Australia. This 
was conducted in 2013 and consisted of interviews 
with principals, teachers2 and parents from 5 
school settings in Western Australia. Interviews 
were conducted as focus group or individual 
interviews with volunteers from the sites. The 
interviews were semi-structured to allow for the 
following up of themes as they emerged during 
the discussion. Each interview was audio recorded 
and transcribed for analysis. The following section 
begins with a description of the five participating 
WA school sites and an overview of their most 
recent NAPLAN results. Next, the results from the 
interviews of Principals, Teachers and Parents are 
presented.  
Graphs have been included to illustrate the 
student NAPLAN results for Years 3 and 5 in 2012 
as these were the most recent results at the time 
the interviews were conducted. They are complied 
with data from the MySchool website and 
presented in a format that mimics the use of 
colour to show the level the school has achieved in 
relation to the National Average and similar 
schools as determined by ACARA3.  
Figures 9 and 10 below shows an example of how 
to interpret the graphs. The graph shows the 
average NAPLAN scores for each domain; the 
selected school's scores are displayed in blue; also 
shown are the average scores for statistically 
similar schools (SIM) and all Australian schools 
(ALL). The coloured bars (Fig. 10) indicate whether 
the selected school's scores are above, close to, or 
below the other scores.  In each graph, the 
selected average is presented as a range to 
maintain the schools’ anonymity.  
 
                                                            
2 Teacher data is only available for 3 of the 5 school 
settings because a PhD student collected data from the 
remaining two schools and only focused on parent 
perspectives. 
3 To maintain school anonymity, the result has been 
rounded to the nearest 5. 
 
Figure 9. Example of a school’s NAPLAN score and 
explanatory notes 
 
Figure 10. Legend to interpret the coloured bars 
on school scores 
 
A note on coding: Each participant was a series of 
demographic questions as part of the survey. They 
were asked to identify the state in which they 
worked (WA or SA), the school system in which 
they worked (Gvt = Government, Cath = Catholic, 
Ind = independent) and the SES context in which 
their school was located (Low = Low SES, Av = 
Average SES, and High = High SES). This 
demographic information is provided in the 
narrative text to further contextualise the 
responses of the individual teachers. 
 
School site descriptions 
 
School 1: Royal Primary School (RPS) 
Royal Primary School (RPS) is a government 
primary school established in the early 1910’s with 
just under 20 students. The school grew to 
accommodate over 700 students at its peak, 
before returning to its current level of 
approximately 480 students. 
The school is located on the southern side of the 
Swan River, in an area that is currently undergoing 
renewed growth due to the subdivision of larger 
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housing blocks to provide for an expanded number 
of families. The focus of the school is on positive 
behaviour within the community and showing 
respect to all. 
The school has two Level 3 teachers in its team of 
30 teaching staff with 16 support staff. The 
majority of staff at the school have permanent 
status which is considered important in enabling 
the student-centred curriculum to be maintained. 
Royal Primary School offers the Education 
Department Endorsed Programs of the Online 
Curriculum Services Project and the Primary 
Extension and Challenge Program. The curriculum 
has a focus on the provision of computers to 
develop lifelong learning skills, Indonesian-based 
LOTE programs, and a specialist music program. 
The teachers from RPS who participated in the 
interviews taught a variety of grade levels and had 
a range of grade level teaching experiences. 
Several of them had taught under the Western 
Australian Literacy and Numeracy Assessment 
(WALNA)4 testing process and had spent much of 
their career in the middle primary areas of Years 3 
and 4. 
In 2013, the school underwent an Expert Review 
Group (ERG) audit, which is a formal assessment 
by an independent body from the Education 
Department that outlines strategies for 
improvement in poorly performing schools. For 
schools whose performance is of concern, the role 
of the ERG is to closely evaluate, and report on, 
the effectiveness of school assessments and 
operations (Department of Education and Training, 
2008).  At Royal Primary School, the ERG report 
identified several key areas that the school needed 
to address. Currently the MySchool website ranks 
the school with an above average ICSEA5 value of 
10856.
                                                            
4 “The Western Australian Literacy and Numeracy 
Assessment (WALNA) is a Statewide testing program 
undertaken in August each year where all Year 3, 5 and 7 
students are tested in reading, writing, spelling and 
numeracy” 
(www.det.wa.edu.au/.../what%20is%20the%20main%20
purpose%20of%20walna_final.doc). 
5 ICSEA was created by ACARA to “enable meaningful 
comparisons of NAPLAN achievement by students in 
schools across Australia” (ICSEA Fact Sheet Feb 2011). 
The variables used in the calculation of the ICSEA include 
parental occupation, school and non-school education of 
parents, location (metropolitan, regional or remote), the 
                                                                                      
proportion of Indigenous students, proportion of 
students with language backgrounds other than English 
(LBOTE). 
6 “ICSEA values are calculated on a scale which has a 
median of 1000 and a standard deviation of 100. ICSEA 
values typically range from approximately 500 
(representing extremely educationally disadvantaged 
backgrounds) to about 1300 (representing schools with 
students with very educationally advantaged 
backgrounds)” 
(http://www.acara.edu.au/verve/_resources/Guide_to_
understanding_2013_ICSEA_values.pdf). 
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Figure 11: Year 3 – 2012 
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Figure 12: Year 5 – 2012 
The interviews conducted at Royal Primary School 
were a combination of individual and focus group 
interviews involving the principal, 5 teaching staff 
and 8 parents.  
 
School 2: Sandalwood Primary School (SPS) 
Sandalwood Primary School (SPS) is a Catholic 
primary school situated South of Perth amongst 
established areas that go from the rivers’ edge to 
the industrial estates of the area. The school views 
a link between the families and the parish as an 
important part of the educational process. SPS 
aims to develop a positive environment for 
ongoing learning with respect and values relating 
to compassion, tolerance and understanding in 
line with the teachings of their faith. 
Data on the MySchool website shows 192 students 
enrolled from Kindergarten to Year 6 with 14 
teaching staff and 8 non-teaching staff. It has been 
assigned an above average ICSEA value of 1072. 
NAPLAN data is only available for Years 3 and 5 
because the Catholic school system in WA recently 
moved Year 7 to high school.  The results show 
that the students in Year 3 perform below the 
average of Australia and similar schools in 
Numeracy although this does show improvement 
in Year 5. The data presents 2013 data for Years 3 
and 5, showing the colours of the MySchool 
website. 
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Figure 13: Year 3 – 2012 
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Figure 14: Year 5 – 2012 
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The interviews in this school were conducted with 
the principal, 7 teaching staff and 9 parents. 
 
School 3: Metropolitan Primary School (MPS) 
Metropolitan Primary School (MPS) is located in a 
metropolitan area South of Perth, and offers an 
alternative learning program focused on the 
development of the whole child through 
independence and creativity. The school is situated 
on a large educational campus with access to open 
spaces. MPS caters for children from Infants (1-3 
years) through to Adolescents (12-18 years). The 
school has 117 students enrolled and employs 9 
teaching and 14 non-teaching staff. The school is 
ranked with an above average ICSEA ranking of 
1054. 
Due to smaller enrolment numbers, some year 
levels do not have the required numbers of 
students to enable reporting for NAPLAN, 
particularly for the Year 5 cohorts. In general 
terms, the years that do have large enough 
cohorts for calculation of results tend to perform 
below the national average. For the data collection 
for this phase of the research, there is only data 
for the Year 3 cohort. 
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Figure 15: Year 3 – 2012 
 
At Metropolitan Primary School, interviews 
included the principal, 4 teaching staff, and 7 
parents across the school setting. 
 
School 4: Chestnut Primary School (CPS) 
Chestnut Primary School (CPS) opened in January 
2005 as an amalgamation of 2 primary schools and 
a language centre in an established area on the 
southern side of the Swan River in Perth. The 
suburban school strives for a high standard of 
education in a safe and supportive environment 
that encourages parental participation to prepare 
students for a changing world.  
Chestnut Primary School has a total of 16 teaching 
staff (1 level 3 teacher), to educate the 317  
 
 
enrolled students from Kindergarten to Year 7 
(soon to stop at Year 6). The school focuses on 
student -centered learning in an inclusive 
environment. The MySchool website gives the 
school as ICSEA value of 968 which is under the 
average of 1000. As part of the Education 
Department Endorsed Programs, the school 
facilitates the Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance 
Scheme, Behaviour Management and Discipline 
Strategy and Primary Extension and Challenge 
Program. 
The NAPLAN results for CPS are lower than the 
National average, although results are in line with 
similar schools as shown on the MySchool website. 
The graphs below show the results for 2012 for the 
students in Years 3 and 5. 
At CPS, 1 principal and 9 parents were 
interviewed.
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Figure 16: Year 3 – 2012 
READING  
445-465 
430 - 478 
WRITING 
450-470 
438 - 482 
SPELLING 
470-490 
456 - 500 
GRAM. & PUNCT. 
425-445 
409 - 459 
NUMERACY 
450-470 
438 - 478 
          
SIM 
467 
458 -475  
ALL 
494 
SIM 
451 
443 -460 
ALL 
477 
SIM 
469 
461 -476 
ALL 
495 
SIM 
460 
451 – 
470 
ALL 
491 
SIM 
463 
455 -471 
ALL 
489 
Figure 17: Year 5 - 2012
 
 
 
 
 
 
School 5: Acacia Primary School (APS) 
Acacia Primary School (APS) is an independent 
public primary school in an established section of  
 
the Perth metropolitan area on the southern side 
of the Swan River. The school is in an affluent area 
with views of the river and the surrounding streets 
are lined with large trees. The school focuses on 
maintaining a collaborative and supportive 
community with dedicated staff who aim to 
provide an inclusive and diverse program with 
contemporary resources and facilities. 
The school caters for children from Kindergarten 
through to year 7 (soon to stop at Year 6) and 
prides itself on student achievement in academia, 
sporting and social behaviour areas. Students of 
the school compete in several nationally run 
competitions and initiatives. The school offers a 
number of Education Department Endorsed 
programs including English as a Second Language 
Primary Cell Program; Online Curriculum Services 
Project; and Primary Extension and Challenge 
Program. APS focuses on sustainability and 
environment in its curriculum. 
The school has three level 3 teachers in their 
teaching staff of 26 to educate a student group 
that steadily remains around 800. The MySchool 
website calculates the school to have an ICSEA 
value of 1048 which is above the average of 1000. 
The MySchool website shows that APS achieves 
well in NAPLAN testing, with many areas graded 
above or well above both similar schools and the 
National average. The graphs below represent the 
NAPLAN results for 2012 for Years 3 and 5 with the 
colours from the MySchool website to identify the 
levels against the National average and similar 
schools. 
Interviews at APS were conducted with the 
principal and 12 parents.  
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Results: WA Interviews 
WA Principals: Interview data 
This section presents the themes that were 
identified from interviews with principals, teachers 
and parents at the five WA schools.  
 
 
Table 7. What does the NAPLAN data say about your school? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
A tool to identify teaching performance and 
learning needs 
Gauge performance, identify strengths and weaknesses in teaching 
and learning; provide information to assist with programming 
Snapshot of children's and school’s performance Shows children's progress and growth over the years; information to 
compare to national benchmark 
The most common theme among the WA 
principals interviewed was that NAPLAN results 
were a useful tool to gauge teaching and learning 
performance. NAPLAN data “confirmed 
suspicions” that there was an opportunity to 
improve learning outcomes for students (SPS, 
Cath, High). More specifically, results were used to 
identify strengths and weaknesses in teaching and 
learning, as explained by the principal at SPS 
primary: 
As the leader of the school, it raises the 
question, whether our teachers are really 
using student learning evidence to 
improve student learning outcomes. Do 
staff really understand what a rigorous 
learning program involves? . . . NAPLAN 
data confirms my suspicions that there is 
opportunity for growth of teachers to 
improve the learning outcomes of 
students (SPS, Cath, High).  
As a gauge of teaching and learning, however, 
NAPLAN results were perceived somewhat as a 
threat to some principals because their 
performance review can often be based on 
NAPLAN results. The APS principal that:  
From the Department's perspective, I am 
rated on the performance on NAPLAN. 
There’s no two ways about it. That has 
strengthened with the advent of 
independent public schools, the 
Principal's performance is directly related 
to NAPLAN results (APS, Ind, High).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 8. What does the NAPLAN data not say about your school? 
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Theme Sub-theme 
 
Level of engagement and learning Does not reflect children's ability, including non-academic success, 
learning style, conceptual understanding, decontextualised 
assessment. Test is teacher-directed and not conducive to deep 
learning 
Does not reflect other factors impacting on 
performance 
Special needs, language deficits; test properties (children not used 
to test style; curriculum taught at different times); socio-economic 
factors (transiency, cohort); school/class size 
Does not reflect increase in stress and pressure 
for the school, principal, teachers and children 
Principal blamed for poor results; increased pressure because 
results are made public; Principal puts teachers under pressure to 
perform; test has a negative impact on children’s confidence and 
self-esteem 
Data not an accurate representation and does 
not provide new information 
Invalid comparisons between 'like' schools; data can be 
manipulated; principals and teachers already know children’s 
abilities 
 
In general, principals’ talked more about what the 
NAPLAN data didn’t say about their school that 
what the data did say about their school. In 
particular, principals were concerned that the 
results did not reflect the students’ level of 
engagement in learning. The principal of an 
independent school commented on her 
dissatisfaction with what NAPLAN is actually 
testing:  
It doesn’t say about the level of 
engagement in the learning. We pride 
ourselves on the children really loving 
learning and being able to use their 
creativity and being able to follow 
passions and so on … and to be able to 
take the time to learn at that deep level. 
It doesn’t provide for any of that 
whatsoever (MPS, Ind, Low). 
Principals argued that NAPLAN is “superficial 
testing”, and “lacks authenticity, no matter how 
well it is constructed” (SPS, Cath, High). Principals 
stated that NAPLAN data is only a ‘snapshot’ of 
students’ achievement and does not reflect the 
broader educational goals and objectives that 
might provide a “genuine context”. In particular, 
principals believed that the narrow focus of 
NAPLAN testing was not necessarily a measure of 
the goals and objectives of a broad, quality 
education. As explained by the RPS principal:  
A good education is something … well, it’s 
got to be balanced and it’s basically giving 
kids a tool box for life. Schools are not 
necessarily just about the academics. It’s 
about the social, the cultural … and it 
reflects the culture or society that we 
actually live in (RPS, Gvt, High).  
The principal from MPS was concerned that the 
actual learning involved in NAPLAN testing was 
limited, and in fact, opposite to the goals of her 
school:  
I was so saddened by what I was seeing in 
the classrooms because the children were 
doing practice tests just purely so that 
they knew how to colour in the boxes. 
They don’t see worksheets. . . . when the 
word is circled it is just such a foreign 
concept so teaching them how to see that 
and how to do it. It really broke my heart 
because it was really teacher directed and 
completely opposite to what we are 
trying to do (MPS, Ind, Low). 
Principals argued that NAPLAN testing does not 
reflect the range of factors that might impact on 
children’s performance. The principal from SPS 
commented that “I actually believe that [the] data 
hasn’t told us anything about our school” (SPS, 
Cath, High). In some schools, the presentation and 
format of NAPLAN is so different to what children 
normally receive, that the children do not know 
how to perform well in the test.  Thus, the test is 
not an accurate reflection of children’s ability, as 
noted by the MPS principal: 
The way that the NAPLAN testing runs is 
completely foreign to our school and so 
our children are not used to that style of 
work at all. So I don’t believe the results 
show a true picture of what our children 
are able to do (MPS, Ind, Low). 
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The principal of MPS talked further about the 
ineffectiveness of the test in evaluating the ability 
of children whose everyday educational 
experiences were different to the NAPLAN style of 
testing. She commented that: 
Our children do very, very well in our 
school. Our data is shocking because they 
are not used to that method at all. So it 
concerns me about parents getting a 
really false representation of what we are 
doing in the school and the abilities of the 
children (MPS, Ind, Low). 
Importantly, principals were concerned about the 
level of stress experience by the principal, teaching 
staff and children during the testing process.  
Principals questioned the appropriateness of a 
testing process that is clearly very stressful for 
some children, and ultimately only offers limited 
useful information. As one Principal put it: 
You already know we are a low SES 
school. You don’t have to put the children 
through this pressure and stress … and 
the families as well … to be able to get 
that data because you have already go it. 
You already know (MPS, Ind, Low). 
In a similar vein, principals commented that 
dealing with anxious parents and children 
intensifies their workload during the testing 
period. In particular, principals talked about having 
to deal with “anxious parents and kids”, including 
“kids making themselves sick, stressed out, tummy 
aches or not sleeping well leading up to the test. 
For principals, this level of stress means that they 
felt that they had work hard “to let them all know, 
whether it’s a parent or the kid, that as long as 
they do their best that’s all we can ask so they 
don’t give up, they don’t fall in a heap” (RPS, Gvt, 
High). 
The increase in stress and pressure meant that 
some principals felt they were required to offer 
additional support for parents, teachers and 
children. As the MPS principal put it: “I say to 
everybody, please don’t stress about it. It is just 
another thing that we need to do. The results are 
the results and we go through with it. But there is 
that stress” (MPS, Ind, Low). 
 
Table 9. How accurate is the online representation of your school? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Online representation is misleading One day 'snapshot' of ability only and gives little new information; 
data can be used as a ‘blame game’ and used to make unfair 
judgements about the school; parents get a false representation of 
children's abilities 
 
Invalid comparisons Data not informative, state mean/average is low across schools and 
states; financial information is misleading and funding is tied to 
results; data does not represent whole context and only represents 
financial and statistical information 
 
One of the common concerns among the WA 
principals interviewed was that the online 
representation of the data can be used 
inappropriately. For example, the principal from 
Sandalwood Primary School argued: 
Some of my colleagues choose to use it as 
a whipping stick as a response to the 
monitoring to school data by the system 
(SPS, Cath, High). 
Similarly, the principal from Chestnut Primary 
School suggested that results can easily be skewed 
by the school cohort, over which they have little 
control. Clearly, principals can influence, but not 
control, the learning achieved by individual 
students. As expressed by the CPS principal: 
Sometimes we have control and 
sometimes you can’t teach a brick . . . you 
are going to have some situations where 
no matter how hard you work or how 
hard you try, kids are not going to be able 
to perform (CPS, Ind, Low). 
 
34 
 
 
Table 10. What use(s) have you made of the NAPLAN data? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Programming Identifies areas that need work and maintain strengths; guide for 
whole school programming; content of test does not correlate with 
curriculum framework 
 
Monitoring individual students It provides information useful for monitoring, supporting and 
grouping children, and extending capable children 
 
Monitoring individual teachers It provides information to track, manage and monitor teachers' 
performance reviews; Public accountability has negative effect on 
teachers' self-esteem and increases pressure and anxiety (not the 
teachers' fault if poor performance); Test impacts on teaching 
(teachers teach to test) 
 
 
 
In response to the question, What use(s) have you 
made of the NAPLAN data, principals referred to 
programming, monitoring of individual students 
and monitoring of individual teachers. One 
example of this is seen in the comments from the 
principal from SPS said, “The staff look at it from a 
whole staff point of view then we drill it down into 
the years and how we can help monitor these 
kids”.  
The principal from SPS was, however, sceptical 
about the value of NAPLAN testing: 
It takes a village to educate our children. 
What are we doing here to help or what 
are you doing here? What does your 
Curriculum Adjusted Plan look like to help 
these children; basically like that (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
 
 
Table 11. What use have you noticed other stakeholders making of NAPLAN data? 
 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Increase in parents' concern and stress Parents anxious about results impacting on high school entrance; 
parents concerned about children's anxiety and wellbeing; some 
parents withdraw children from test; style of testing unfamiliar to 
parents and children in some schools; potential for children to burn 
out through parent pressure 
 
Increase in pressure from politicians Increase in accountability, 'big stick' approach and job insecurity is 
demeaning; education agenda not informed by educators; results 
influence funding allocations 
 
Problems created through media influence Creates 'hype', sensationalism and mis-information; highlights 
deficits in schools 
 
 Fosters competition that is counter to certain philosophies of 
education 
 
A common concern among the principals 
interviewed was the increase in stress and 
pressure on all stakeholders in their school 
community. According to the principal from RPS, 
there was a notable increase in parents’ concern 
about their child’s learning since the introduction 
of NAPLAN testing: 
Parents see it as stressful. My child is 
anxious about it because of the media 
beat up and, in an essence, the need for 
this test to be brilliant because it shows 
whether my child is brilliant or not (RPS, 
Gvt, High). 
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Furthermore, some of the principals commented 
on the negative impact that politics has on 
education:  
Education is political and that is the 
reality of today’s world . . . we are actually 
governed by the dollar which is through 
politics and that’s how they control it 
(RPS, Gvt, High). 
The increase in pressure from principals to 
teachers exists in part because some principals 
believed they were to blame if poor results are 
achieved. As one principal explained: “It just goes 
so that crap rolls downhill but in the end the only 
thing is … the only person that is held accountable 
for that is me. Why haven’t you done your job 
properly? The school hasn’t done very well” (RPS, 
Gvt, High).   
Furthermore, some principals identified teachers’ 
self-esteem as being at risk. The principal from CPS 
argued, “NAPLAN dictates everything that goes on. 
It’s the fear with the big stick that keeps teachers 
going. The teachers DON’T [emphasised] want to 
get an ERG (External Review Group), the reason 
being their self-esteem that gets affected (CPS, 
Ind, Low). 
The principal from CPS discussed further the 
impact of NAPLAN on his perception of job 
security, and that fellow principals had also felt 
increased pressure on their leadership position: 
There has been a number of principals that 
have lost their jobs over this because they 
have been so concerned about the NAPLAN 
results and the negative impact it is going to 
have in the school so what they have done 
is they fudged figures. A couple of them 
have been caught and they got sacked. 
That's what it is - over a test! (CPS, Ind, 
Low).
Table 12. NAPLAN data and the MySchool website 
 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
NAPLAN and MySchool website increases stress 
and pressure for principals 
 
Increase in workload and pressure with respect to administration, 
reporting to parents, reassuring parents and children about test; 
increased accountability, pressure to perform, blamed for poor 
results; principal concerned that test does not benefit parent or 
child 
 
Data on MySchool website is misleading Comparisons are detrimental and not accurate; information not 
relevant to parents; results do not show specific details of children’s 
abilities or learning needs 
 
MySchool website promotes unhealthy 
competition 
Not an accurate portrayal of funding allocations; results in increased 
stress 
 
 
As noted earlier, the WA principals interviewed 
commented that NAPLAN testing increases the 
stress and pressure for stakeholders at their 
school. According to the principal from CPS, the 
increase in pressure led to a corresponding 
increase in pressure for teachers, as principals 
seek to achieve the best possible outcome for 
children: “It puts teachers under pressure, it puts 
me under pressure and I put teachers under 
pressure to perform” (CPS, Ind, Low).  
In commenting on the impact of the MySchool 
website, principals believed that the online 
representation was not accurate, and in many 
respects, is misleading: 
It is accurate in terms of the financial and 
statistical information and test results; it 
doesn’t truly represent the school. It 
doesn’t talk about the pastoral care, the 
community spirit or our wider community 
partnerships and the many extra-curricula 
activities. It’s a reference guide (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
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Moreover, for schools whose performance has 
been poor, principals can be required to undergo 
an evaluation through an Expert Review Group 
(ERG). As explained by the RPS principal: “If you 
haven’t done well you get red which means if you 
get too many reds you will get an ERG. They send 
out an investigation team out to go through your 
school and sack people and shake you around 
because you are not doing what” (RPS, Gvt, High). 
However, as previously explained, the overall 
performance of schools is affected by many 
different factors that is often not reflected in the 
evaluation of schools.  The principal from RPS went 
on to comment on the way in which NAPLAN 
results are used to ‘blame’ teachers and principals 
for poor performance: 
MySchool website is a blame game. We 
can now see where you have failed; not 
where you have done really well or the 
fact that look where you were before and 
look where those kids have come from 
(RPS, Gvt, High). 
According to some principals, the context and 
cohort of individual school communities plays a 
substantial role in the overall performance of the 
school, and thus the ‘blame’ for poor results is not 
justified: 
NAPLAN doesn’t cater for the fact that 
while the ICSEA value might be the same 
as another school, the culture of the 
school, the values and expectations are 
different. While the teacher can keep 
anecdotal notes of children who are 
unwell or distressed, it doesn’t allow for 
genuine context (SPS, Cath, High).  
 
 
WA Teachers: Interview data 
 
Table 13. What are the positive impacts that you’ve seen from NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Guides teaching and learning Highlights learning gaps to be addressed, an assessment tool; 
important to track progress and devise programs 
Test design Students learn test strategies and persistence with tests; a mental 
exercise and provides a goal for students to work towards; test 
design influences topics and time spent on each (e.g. maths lessons 
are made more applicable to real life) 
 
Increased accountability Tightened up teaching; provides information about the school 
 
 
According to the WA teachers interviewed, one 
positive aspect of NAPLAN testing was that it could 
guide teaching and learning, and improve 
accountability. As one teacher from Sandalwood 
Primary School said: 
You would hope that teachers would look 
at it and see where an individual child is 
achieving or under-achieving and be able 
to modify their teaching to support them 
and improve in the areas of weakness 
(SPS, Cath, High). 
 
For some teachers, NAPLAN helped students learn 
test strategies and enabled children to become 
familiar with exams, as well as learn persistence in 
test conditions.  As one teacher explained: 
I think it has been interesting for them to 
read instructions, to have a fair bit of 
structure around what they are doing . . .  
read instructions and follow those 
through, a sense of empowerment that 
they can do the first part of it. A lot of 
them say, oh the first lot of questions are 
really easy so that gives them a sense of 
empowerment over (MPS, Ind, Low).  
According to the WA teachers interviewed, 
another positive aspect of NAPLAN was that it has: 
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“made staff and schools a bit more accountable” 
(SPS, Cath, High).  Moreover, some teachers 
commented that the test can provide a mental 
exercise, or an opportunity to revise or extend 
learning. This was seen to have particular benefit 
for high achieving students. As one teacher put it, 
“It can be really affirming for kids that are doing 
well. They can feel really great after they have 
done NAPLAN. I am sure that that happens for high 
achieving kids who do well” (SPS, Cath, High).  
 
Table 14. What are the negative impacts that you’ve seen from NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Stress and pressure Increase in student anxiety, stress or pressure; damaging to 
students; stressful for poorly performing students 
 
 Increase in pressure for teachers, and can be demoralising for 
some; public display of results and focus on benchmarking 
increases stress and pressure for teachers 
 
 Increase in parent pressure on children; pressure and stress is 
evident over years for some students; some parents withdraw 
children due to stress 
 
 Children too young for that style of testing (too much pressure); 
test conditions make children stressed; stress for younger children 
(year 2) at prospect of sitting test the following year. 
 
Test properties Much of the literacy section (writing, reading and spelling) is poorly 
designed; too much emphasis on persuasive text; style of testing 
has proved ineffective in other countries; test is not improving 
literacy standards 
 
 Decontextualised learning, not sequenced, not relevant to children 
(including ownership of learning, flexibility on topics); style of 
testing runs counter to some philosophies of education 
 
 Teachers can't mark it and time lag on results makes them less 
useful; students with special needs disadvantaged; time/money 
spent on NAPLAN at expense of other interventions 
 
Teaching to the test Detracts from good teaching: children 'groomed' for the test; an 
over-emphasis on practice and academic achievement; value lost 
because teachers teach to test; confronting for teachers who get 
poor results 
 
Invalid comparisons Data skewed by cohort, class size and student attendance on test 
day; snapshot for one day only 
 
 
The most common theme relating to the negative 
impacts of NAPLAN was the increase in stress and 
pressure for teachers and students.  One teacher 
commented that, “I have seen kid’s confidence 
destroyed during NAPLAN and . . . they don’t get 
over it” (SPS, Cath, High). For children with 
learning difficulties or special needs, the test was 
particularly stressful: 
I think it caused stress for all of them to 
some degree but a particular student 
who, through various learning difficulties 
really struggles with writing … he had a 
crisis doing the literacy based NAPLAN 
test. It was awful and that’s not fair (MPS, 
Ind, Low).  
For some students who may be predisposed to 
being anxious about tests, NAPLAN is a very 
stressful time for them. As expressed by one 
teacher: 
38 
 
[NAPLAN] is very stressful . . . Parents are 
aware of NAPLAN year and they are 
conscious that it could be a stressful time 
for their child . . .  It is often kids that 
we’ve already pinned as maybe having 
some anxiety issues or kids that may be 
having some social issues or whatever 
then it will often come up as just a bit of a 
concern closer to the time (SPS, Cath, 
High).  
Furthermore, some teachers believed that the 
children were not yet developmentally ready to 
cope with the test conditions:  
For kids who are susceptible . . . showing 
quite strong signs of anxiety and anxiety 
disorders. It is just not helpful . . . 
obviously these kids need to go through 
school and they are going to have to 
prepare for tests and exams later on but 
is this too much for them at their age and 
their developmental level? It is just 
pressure from all angles (SPS, Cath, High). 
Some teachers were particularly concerned that 
year 3 children were too young to sit a NAPLAN 
style test: 
I think the [year] 3s are very stressed 
about it because it is seen like an exam. It 
is longer and there is some sort of build-
up that they’ve not had before with tests 
and school activities. Often we see some 
anxiety issues in the year or two 
preceding that (SPS, Cath, High). 
Other teachers commented on the increase in 
stress and pressure, not just for children, but for 
families and parents who put pressure on their 
children to perform: 
The stress . . . I am not talking just to the 
kids but to the families, parents, the 
children obviously and probably teachers 
as well.. . . certainly to families there is a 
lot of angst amongst parents to get their 
children to achieve the best they possibly 
can (SPS, Cath, High). 
Another teacher explained that parents reported 
that their children were not sleeping well or eating 
well because of stresses associated with the test. 
As one teacher from RPS explained:  
I have still had parents tell me that so and 
so hasn’t slept well the night before and 
they’re not eating properly around about 
that time. You don’t need any outside 
pressure sometimes. You can be your 
worst enemy. You can put a lot of 
pressure on yourself. I have had parents 
report that to me, as well (RPS, Gvt, High). 
Teachers also commented on the test properties of 
NAPLAN, which some teachers believed did not 
test a range of abilities. As one teacher suggested:  
[T]he test does not test a broad range of 
abilities, or the whole child. As explained 
by one teacher at MPS school, “We at 
[our school] do place a big emphasis on 
the holistic growth of the child . . . none 
of those come into NAPLAN . . . it won’t 
reveal who they are” (MPS, Ind, Low). 
Other teachers questioned the use of NAPLAN in 
Australia, when similar initiatives implemented in 
countries outside Australia had “proved 
ineffective” (MPS, Ind, Low). As explained by one 
teacher at MPS: 
The top European countries that don’t 
have this sort of thing. How is it that 
they’ve reached the top like that without 
all of this testing? What is their education 
system like say compared to ours without 
these results? (MPS, Ind, Low). 
Teachers also believed that teaching to the test 
was another negative impact of NAPLAN. One 
reason that teaching to the test takes place is 
because as one teacher from RPS put it: “you feel 
that if they don’t do well it reflects on you” (RPS, 
Gvt, High).  Furthermore, teachers felt they had to 
prepare the children, in order to give them the 
best possible chance of success: “We have to 
prepare and . . . we are being funnelled into this 
May date and we have to try and cover as much … 
so that the children are prepared and so that they 
are not going to be sitting there looking at 
something that they may not have ever seen 
before” (RPS, Gvt, High). 
 
Clearly, teaching to the test clearly has its 
disadvantages, in that it reduces ownership of 
learning and flexibility of topics: 
It is also that the children don’t have 
ownership of their learning. We used to 
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be able to extend and the interest came 
from them (SPS, Cath, High).  
Furthermore, teachers commented on the 
comparisons made were based on invalid data.  As 
one teacher from RPS said:  
It is not a good thing to be comparing 
schools on one test on one day with 
invalid data (RPS, Gvt, High). 
 
Table 15. How accurately do you think NAPLAN and the MySchools website measures the learning of children 
in your class? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Limited, or no new information Snapshot of performance only; information not useful for teaching 
 
 Does not provide new information on children's academic ability; 
not a fair evaluation of what children are learning; Does not 
provide information on non-academic achievements (self-esteem, 
social compatibility); Other tests can be used to assess progress 
that are not as damaging to children 
 
Online representation is inaccurate  Data/results is skewed: by sample size, and does not allow for 
cultural, demographic and economic factors  
 
 
Of the WA teachers interviewed, most teachers 
believed that NAPLAN results and the MySchools 
website offers limited or no new information. 
According to one teacher, the test “reveals to us 
what we already know about a child” (MPS, Ind, 
Low). Moreover, not only does the test not 
provide new information, it does not test of foster 
the qualities engendered in a broad education. As 
one teacher put it: 
There are huge gaps about . . . the 
confidence, the self-esteem, the social 
compatibility, those strengths that a 
person will carry on into life. They are the 
life skills. They are the most important 
(MPS, Ind, Low). 
Some of the teachers interviewed also argued that 
the online representation of their school on the 
MySchool website only reflects a narrow range of 
abilities and does not demonstrate growth and 
progress for individual children:  
His remarks on his reports have always 
been beautiful. He just has problems with 
his Maths, his English, his Reading and 
Spelling and stuff like that. He is just not 
an academic student and you are 
throwing that in his face saying …I don’t 
think there is one thing on that NAPLAN 
that shows anything that he is good at. 
Nothing at all. [My son] is good with his 
hands. Where is the test for that? That is 
just it (MPS, Ind, Low). 
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Table 16. How has NAPLAN and MySchool changed your work? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Curriculum and Pedagogy It detracts from co-operative learning, good teaching and learning in 
other curriculum areas; Too much time spent preparing for test; It 
reduces opportunity for deep understanding 
Stress and pressure Increase in pressure with not enough support structures/funding to help 
poorly performing students; increased time pressure for teachers 
Structural changes Teachers move to teach different year levels to better prepare students 
for NAPLAN year 
 
 
In response to the question, How has NAPLAN and 
MySchool changed your work, teachers 
commented on the negative impact that NAPLAN 
has on curriculum and pedagogy. Responses 
focused on pressure to teach to the test and a 
narrowed curriculum focus. Two staff members 
recalled having documents sent to them by the 
Department that specifically outlined how to 
structure the teaching in preparation for the test: 
About two or three years ago we got this 
thing, you will teach this aspect in Week 
1, Week 2, Week 3. Remember that? It 
came through on the internet and we got 
print-outs and stuff. So it was dictating 
what you should be addressing from 
Week 1 to 10 in Term 1 or something 
along those lines. I felt a lot of pressure. I 
was thinking, when can I get my normal 
programme in? If you actually followed 
that to the tee there was no room for 
anything else (RPS, Gvt, High). 
There was concern that not enough support is 
given to help poorly performing students, as 
explained by one teacher at RPS: “I think the 
support structures that go with getting that guided 
or that really explicit teaching is what makes a 
difference. Not teaching to a test” (RPS, Gvt, High).  
This was supported in the comments by another 
teacher from RPS: 
It is absolutely wrong to pressure 
teachers and children in this way and 
then say, oh yes there is children who are 
below the benchmark . . . but they are not 
actually giving the manpower, meaning 
EA’s; other teachers to actually do 
something for these children (RPS, Gvt, 
High). 
Furthermore, another teacher commented that 
the lack of overall support meant that classroom 
behavioural issues took greater priority: 
I am finding … without any support 
structures and quite a few behaviour 
problems I am very focused on crowd 
control (RPS, Gvt, High). 
One teacher claimed that they “teach to NAPLAN”, 
which they said “is terrible”, because it is seen to 
detract from good teaching practice (SPS, Cath, 
High).  The same teacher from SPS went on to 
explain: 
It is not a natural way for them to do any 
assessment. The assessment doesn’t suit 
the way that we teach. I mean, that the 
fact that they are not supposed to talk 
before they write in the writing 
component is completely opposite to the 
way that we teach. The way that it is set 
out is not the way that we work (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
Teachers were concerned that teaching to the test 
reduces the opportunity for deep understanding 
and learning. As one teacher put it, teaching to the 
test means that “We move on from things way too 
quickly. You don’t stay in one topic area long 
enough” (SPS, Cath, High).  Another teacher was 
concerned that teaching to the test narrows the 
curriculum: 
I feel that it is quite narrow. It is quite … 
whilst it is narrow it is quite long and 
there is lots to do. There is no 
embededness. There is no sustainable ... 
it is not … they are not learning 
persistence. It’s this, yeah, done, tick, 
move on (SPS, Cath, High).  
Another teacher commented on the impact of 
NAPLAN on her work, by reflecting on how her 
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work had changed over the years by NAPLAN 
testing: 
Having taught for over 30 years my 
teaching has changed considerably as a 
result of NAPLAN. I was actually put into 
Year 2 about three or four years ago 
because I was in a literacy support role 
and numeracy role. I was actually put into 
Year 2 to make a difference with NAPLAN 
results. That was what I was told by the 
Principal that was here then (SPS, Cath, 
High). 
 
 
Table 17. How has NAPLAN impacted on your relationships with parents? 
Theme 
 
Sub-themes 
NAPLAN is changing relationships with parents More feedback about results and preparing parents for results is 
required; Some parents uninformed about test and what it is used 
for; Some parents object and withdraw children from test; Parents 
anxious over results and can be swayed by results 
 
Little or no impact Little impact 
 
Overall, most of the WA teachers interviewed 
believed that NAPLAN is changing relationships 
with parents. Teachers were concerned that 
parents were anxious about the NAPLAN results, 
which meant that teachers were required to 
provide more feedback and reassurance to parents 
about test results.   
As one teacher put it: 
. . . when parents are getting the 
information that becomes quite 
threatening, I think (SPS, Cath, High). 
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WA Parents: Interview data 
 
Table 18. What do you know about NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
Pressure, stress and anxiety Increase in stress and anxiety for children; children are too 
young for NAPLAN style of testing 
 
 A lot is attached to results: affects high school entry; parents 
put children under pressure to perform well 
 
 Pressure from school and teachers negatively impacts 
performance; negative impact on children's self-esteem (if they 
know they will perform poorly) 
 
 Some children do not sit the test due to stress; students not in 
NAPLAN year also stressed about test 
 Parents console children about results test; keeping them home 
on test days; puts parents under pressure; children exposed to 
peer pressure if withdrawn from test 
Test properties Standardised point of comparison across school, state, country 
 Test too difficult, confusing, children do not understand test 
questions, not relevant to child's experience; test too difficult 
for ESL, dyslexic and special needs students; flawed test, not an 
appropriate way to measure performance 
 
 Test a waste of resources (time, money) (at expense of other 
interventions); onus should be on teachers and schools to 
improve without affecting individual students; time lag on 
results makes them less relevant for guiding programming for 
that year 
 
 Snapshot (one measure) of students performance used to make 
judgements 
 Need longer preparation time; teachers don't know children 
well enough after one term 
 
 Funding (inappropriately) attached to performance 
 
 Doesn't fit with certain styles of learning/philosophy of 
education; teachers teach to the test 
 
Curriculum & Pedagogy Excludes broader learning reflective of a quality education: 
teacher-directed learning is not conducive to deep learning; a 
waste of good teaching time 
 Narrow focus: only tests academic ability, too much emphasis 
on persuasive text; test not related to realities of classroom 
teaching 
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In response to a general question about what 
parents knew about NAPLAN, the most notable 
theme was that the NAPLAN test increased was 
the pressure, stress and anxiety for children. As 
expressed by one concerned parent: 
I mean [my daughter] . . . she vomited for 
three nights solid, she was hysterical. The 
principal of the school that we had then 
rang me to say she’s in my office, I pulled 
her out of doing that NAPLAN test 
because . . . she ate her fingernails down 
to a stump (STA, Cath, High).  
Similarly, another parent expressed similar 
concern about the effect of NAPLAN on her child: 
My [child] wakes up on a Monday 
morning of that [NAPLAN] week, crying 
hysterically, wouldn’t get out of bed (STA, 
Cath, High). 
Clearly, the NAPLAN test was very stressful for 
some children:  
I don’t think I can really stress enough 
how much anxiety [the NAPLAN] was for 
him (MPS, Ind, Low). 
At APS, one parent commented that a number of 
children “do not sit the NAPLAN for mental health 
reasons. Because we believe it’s going to tip them 
over the edge.” (APS, Ind, Av). And according to 
parents at CPS school, for some children the stress 
lasts for a long time: 
My son . . . he was eight in March, and 
from the beginning of the year he’s been 
very anxious about NAPLAN. All of last 
term was ‘oh, NAPLAN’s next term’ (CPS, 
Ind, Low). 
One reason offered by parents for the high levels 
of stress for children is that the test style is 
unfamiliar for some children.  As one parent from 
MPS said, “They are not used to being tested 
either so the pressure that they feel coming up to 
that test is ridiculous” (MPS, Ind, Low). Another 
explanation offered by parents was that children 
recognise the importance of such testing, and 
therefore become more anxious.  As one parent 
from SPS put it: 
[T]he teacher said [to the child] why are 
you so upset? Why are you so scared? 
Because if I fail, the school will fail (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
This was explained in a different way by another 
parent at APS: 
I think last week [during NAPLAN testing] 
she was really uptight . . . she’s just a bit 
more intuitive and in tune with the school 
and the sense of importance that school 
placed on it (APS, Ind, Av).  
Furthermore, some parents said that they were 
stressed and anxious about their child’s NAPLAN 
results because the test results can affect high 
school entry and/or entry to private secondary 
schools.  As one parent put it: 
I have been asked by the private schools 
that we’ve applied for her to attend in 
Year 7 . . . She could lose a spot at a 
school I want her to go to because her 
results aren’t fantastic (RPS, Gvt, High). 
Another concern for many parents was the 
NAPLAN test properties, that the test design itself 
was not an accurate reflection of children’s ability. 
One parent from APS explained that: 
Why does it take a test, one test, and I 
don’t think he shone like that ever again 
in the year . . . they were blown away 
with his results in NAPLAN which showed 
you what he was capable of … but he is 
not producing that (APS, Ind, Av). 
In a similar vein, some parents commented that 
the test was too difficult for children with special 
needs.  One parent was particularly concerned 
about their children with dyslexia sitting the test.  
For this parent from APS, the stress of the test did 
not seem to outweigh the benefits: 
I can’t see the point of, for my children 
[who have dyslexia] doing it at all . . . we 
just withdrew [my daughter] completely. I 
didn’t want to put her in a situation 
where it’s a horrible, stressful thing. And 
when you know they can’t really sit the 
maths test because she can’t read the 
questions . . . what’s the point? (APS, Ind, 
Av).  
Parents were also concerned that the time lag on 
receiving the results makes them less useful for 
guiding teaching and learning for that year.  As one 
parent from SPS put it: 
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By the time it comes out … I can’t even 
remember which month it normally 
comes out. You are at the end of that year 
and so you usually won’t have that 
teacher again. They are busy doing other 
things by that time or getting ready for 
the end of year things or end of year 
reports and then you’ve got the Christmas 
holidays. It does come out too late (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
Parents also commented on the negative impact 
that NAPLAN had on curriculum and pedagogy. 
There was concern that the test does not include 
the broader learning goals reflective of a quality 
education. As one parent explained, “Literacy and 
numeracy . . . is extremely important but then so is 
being a part of your local and wider community … 
as a person (MPS, Ind, Low).  Similarly, another 
parent from RPS said: 
I think [my daughter] spent a long time 
doing Persuasive Texts about things 
rather than being encouraged to be 
creative or whatever else (RPS, Gvt, High). 
 
Table 19. What are the aims of NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
Indicator of teacher and school performance Improve literacy, assess and identify gaps in teaching and 
learning; provide comparisons and national assessments 
 
Can influence funding allocations   
 
 
In response to the question, What are the aims of 
NAPLAN?, the parents interviewed said that 
NAPLAN provided an indicator of teacher and 
school performance and identify teaching and 
learning gaps. In particular, parents commented 
on the test being a ‘snapshot’ of performance: 
My understanding is it’s supposed to be a 
snapshot of the child’s performance on 
one day and then it’s to inform how the 
school is performing relative to other 
schools across the country, and then you 
can look at it in terms of your local areas. 
And then they use some of that data 
along with socioeconomic data, and then 
they look at funding. . . . I think it’s 
something that’s aimed to put a child in 
the spotlight unnecessarily (SPS, Cath, 
High). 
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Table 20. What are some of the positive things you’ve noticed in your school that you attribute to NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
Assists with providing additional feedback  Can identify gaps, weaknesses and/or extend capable children. 
Gives more information to parents, provides guidance for 
Principal; provides an independent assessment 
 Provides information on teacher and school performance; can 
give information on how well the curriculum is being taught; 
shows what children have achieved 
 
A good tool if used well Not stressful for capable children; not stressful if handled well 
(by parents and school) 
 
 Children can develop strategies for completing tests and do 
extra practice tests 
 It is a challenge, facilitates competition, and encourages effort 
in schooling; can start drilling concepts with younger children 
 
Comparisons provide confirmation of achievement Reassurance that the child is learning appropriately; 
confirmation that the school is performing well 
 
 
According to the WA parents interviewed, one of 
the positive impacts of NAPLAN was that it assists 
with providing feedback. Some parents indicated 
that having an independent assessment of their 
child was of some value: 
I like that I can get a bit of an idea as to 
where the school sits and where my kids 
sit in a nation snapshot . . . I do also like 
having that independence of someone 
that can’t be swayed by behaviour and 
personality, something that is very 
standardised (APS, Ind, Av). 
Another positive impact noted by parents was that 
NAPLAN can be a good tool if used appropriately.  
As one parent put it, “I don’t think I’ve spoken to 
anyone that doesn’t agree with it or thinks it’s not 
worthwhile” (APS, Ind, Av).  Furthermore, another 
parent said, “It does show how kids can cope 
under pressure (SPS, Cath, High).For academically 
capable children, the test does not appear to be 
stressful, as observed by one parent, “If you’ve got 
children that are OK and they are going to do OK 
then it doesn’t really matter” (APS, Ind, Av). In a 
similar vein, parents commented that another 
benefit of NAPLAN was that the comparisons 
provide confirmation or reassurance of 
achievement. As one parent from APS put it: 
NAPLAN [is] academic evidence that the 
school was doing well, and catering for 
kids at every level . . . we have two pretty 
different kids, and just wanting to make 
sure that the school that they go to is 
going to give them both a good chance 
(APS, Ind, Av). 
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Table 21. What are some of the negative things you’ve noticed in your school that you attribute to NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
Teaching and Learning Nothing is done at school if learning/knowledge gaps are 
identified; a one-off test used to make inaccurate or unfair 
judgements; insufficient support/allowances for children with 
special needs 
 
 Detracts from other learning; younger children (yr 1, 2) pushed 
to learn more academics than free play 
 
 Schools are driven by NAPLAN, but testing has not improved 
literacy standards 
 
Stress and pressure  Pressure for parents and children: results can affect entrance to 
high school and private schools; pressure for parents to 
tutor/educate their children and address learning needs 
 
 Pressure on teaching staff; too much focus on competition and 
comparison 
 
Test design Presentation of results is confusing (bands, dots), and it doesn't 
give enough specific information on learning gaps 
 Disparity between test results and school report; school reports 
more informative than NAPLAN results 
 
 Narrow focus: only tests academic ability, not emotional or 
artistic intelligence. Does not test different learning styles or 
abilities 
Impact on individual schools Test has negative impact on teachers self-esteem, and on 
teaching & learning; results are used to make the school look 
good 
 
 Schools are not given extra funding/support for intervention 
programs: good schools get better, bad schools get worse; 
funding may be misdirected due to results; some parents may 
move to a different area if school is performing poorly 
 
Impact of media and marketing Media fuels controversy; used as a political tool; practice 
textbooks are used as a marketing ploy 
 
Purpose of NAPLAN not clear Intentions of NAPLAN not being realized in practice 
 
Overall, parents talked more about the negative 
impacts of NAPLAN than the positive impacts. One 
common theme was the negative impact of 
NAPLAN on teaching and learning. Specifically, 
parents were concerned that very little was done 
at the school level if learning gaps were identified: 
I get her NAPLAN back . . . I thought she’d 
have to go to special needs school, that’s 
how bad it was . . . and nothing was done. 
Even when I went in [to the teacher] 
three, four times, nothing was done (SPS, 
Cath, High). 
Moreover, NAPLAN was seen to detract from a 
broader range of learning experiences: 
Once [year 1 children] get beyond that 
[pre-primary] and then they go into Year 
1 where they still should have playtime or 
structured play time, they don’t now. 
They sit at the desk all day long and they 
do blocks at their desk if they get time 
because of this pushed-down curriculum 
(APS, Ind, Av). 
Importantly, some parents believed that the 
intentions of NAPLAN was influencing early 
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childhood education, changing the way that the 
curriculum was taught in the younger years. 
Parents were concerned that the broad range of 
experiences one might expect in early childhood 
education appeared to be somewhat reduced: 
And then there’s the pressure now that if 
you fared badly in Year 3 NAPLAN – it’s 
not the Year 3 teachers, it’s coming from 
the Year 1 teacher who is all of a sudden 
going “oh, perhaps I didn’t have time for 
that Friday afternoon play in the corner” 
(APS, Ind, Av).  
Many parents commented on the increase in 
stress and pressure for children, stating that the 
amount of pressure associated with NAPLAN is 
unnecessary:  
Give them a few practice runs but to have 
that stress, to have children in tears on 
the day before I just think that’s 
ridiculous. I work as an emergency nurse 
and I see all these stressed children. 
There is enough battles to choose, let’s 
not give them more (APS, Ind, Av).  
Another negative impact of NAPLAN reported by 
parents interviewed was the test design of 
NAPLAN. Parents believed that the test has a 
narrow focus, and that it does not reflect the aims 
and goals of a broader education: 
How do you measure a child who had 
fund-raised to help someone through 
hardship? How do you measure their 
involvement in the environment and 
sustainability; that they are learning 
about gardening, learning about animal 
husbandry? How do you measure that on 
a web-site? (MPS, Ind, Low).  
In a similar vein, another parent commented on 
the importance of social and emotional 
development which, as one parent from APS said, 
is “gone”: 
 I don’t like [NAPLAN] because of the 
frenzy that it is created and I think there’s 
more important things like learning to be 
a social being over learning to add up. 
What happened to emotional intelligence 
rather than academic stuff? Because you 
can go far further in school if you are an 
emotionally intelligent being than if you 
are an academic. And all that’s gone. It’s 
just gone (APS, Ind, Av).  
Parents also commented on the negative impact of 
NAPLAN on individual schools, particularly with 
respect to situations where funding is attached to 
results: 
Schools, if they’re looking for funding, can 
manipulate results and get children to 
drop out of NAPLAN by pressuring 
parents. That’s what some independent 
schools are doing to manipulate results in 
order to look at funding. There should be 
no association between the NAPLAN 
results and teachers’ salaries or bonuses. 
That’s just not fair. There are so many 
factors involved in how teachers are . . . 
how well students perform in a NAPLAN 
test that aren’t related to the capacity of 
the teacher. There are so many factors so 
it needs to be promoted fairly . . . without 
hype and it needs to be removed from 
individualisation and from the connection 
to individual school ranking and funding 
(RPS, Gvt, High). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 22. Are the NAPLAN and MySchool results an accurate reflection of school performance? 
Theme Sub-themes 
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No, or not really Comparisons are not valid and do not take into account bigger picture: results 
are skewed by teachers teaching to the test, socio-economic area, particular 
cohort  
 Results are irrelevant: nothing is gained, provides information for that day 
only, teachers should know the children's ability 
 Parents don't choose schools based on My Schools (choice based on child's 
happiness, convenience); schools should not be judged based only on NAPLAN 
results; would be able to infer NAPLAN results from socio-economic area 
 
Yes, or mostly  Yes but it would be better to rank against child's ability; provides information 
on school performance on teacher performance; some parents choose school 
based on results, and looks for trends over time 
 
 
Overall, parents did not perceive the NAPLAN 
results and MySchool website as an accurate 
reflection of school performance. Specifically, 
parents commented that the comparisons were 
not valid, and did not reflect the impact of the 
broader socio-economic context:   
Different schools in different areas will 
have different results. The low socio-
economics where parents don’t really 
care about their kids, whether they go to 
school or whether they do any homework 
is going is going to get a really poor result 
for that school (CPS, Ind, Low). 
A minority of parents commented that they were 
asked by the school to keep their child home on 
test day, “When [my son] came to that stage, a 
teacher suggested I should excuse him. I think they 
did it for their grades for the school, that’s my 
opinion” (CPS, Ind, Low). Similarly, another parent 
was concerned that their child was disadvantaged 
by not having the opportunity to sit the test: 
I think I should have had the option to sit 
[my son] in Year 3, and not to have been 
made to excuse him for the simple fact 
for his grades or for the test results. I 
didn’t have that option of sitting him. 
They said I should excuse him because it’s 
too much pressure on him, when I think I 
should have had that option, to see how 
he went in Year 3. And if he didn’t go too 
well, then I could think about it in Year 5 
to excuse him.  I didn’t have that option 
and I think that’s a bit unfair (CPS, Ind, 
Low). 
Clearly, the overall results of a school would be 
skewed if the whole cohort does not sit the test.  
One parent complained that, “I excused [my son] 
because I was told to . . . or else I probably 
wouldn’t have excused him” (CPS, Ind, Low).  And 
further, the same parent from CPS said: 
Then when [my son] got to Year 3, a 
teacher said to me, “I don’t think [your 
son] will go good in the NAPLAN test.” So 
she said for me to write a letter to excuse 
him from it (CPS, Ind, Low). 
Some parents, however, did not place a lot of 
importance on the test results, and viewed their 
child’s performance holistically: “I would prefer to 
rank my child against her past performance. I don’t 
care where she sits in the class. I care that she lives 
up to her potential” (RPS, Gvt, High).  
For other parents, however, the results were of 
great value, particularly with respect to choosing 
schools and identifying performance trends over 
time. As expressed by one parent at the APS 
school:  
We’re a bit weird. We must be about the 
only parents in the state that, for a while 
before the kids started school, were 
taking the TEE results annually when they 
were published and plotting them, so we 
could see a trend with the schools we 
were looking at (APS, Ind, Av). 
The importance of the NAPLAN test prompted 
some parents to buy NAPLAN textbooks and 
provide extra tutoring for their children: 
I bought her those books that were out 
there because we went away in February 
and I thought that'd be a great way for 
the trip, for the plane to keep her 
occupied as well. Didn't happen [laughs] 
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but we have worked on it a little since we 
have been back to prepare her for it (CPS, 
Ind, Low). 
 
Similarly, another parent commented that, 
“NAPLAN is just like a freak-out period of ‘OK, I 
have to prepare my son or my daughter to be 
ready to achieve better results on the NAPLAN” 
(CPS, Ind, Low).  Other parents drilled their 
children in test strategies, saying that: 
 We got some old NAPLAN tests and just 
let him run through them so he could 
learn that he had to sit there for half and 
hour or forty minutes or whatever and 
not talk to anyone actually doing the 
papers (CPS, Ind, Low). 
 In general, however, there was concern among 
parents that although NAPLAN can be “quite 
good” the competition aspect “is not particularly 
healthy”. As expressed by one parent, “The intent 
is good but in practice it is just not working out” 
(MPS, Ind, Low). 
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Phase 3: Case study research in 
South Australian schools 
 
In South Australia, four schools were involved in 
Phase 3 of this study. The schools were all situated 
within driving distance of Adelaide city and 
comprised of one private school, one school that 
offered both a mainstream and an alternative 
program, and two mainstream public schools. The 
school-based data collection comprised of 
interviews and focus groups with the principal and 
teachers from each of the four schools.  
Parents were also invited to be interviewed, 
however, none volunteered. To ensure parent 
viewpoints were collected, contact was made 
through three of the four school settings to invite 
parent to provide feedback via a survey. The 
majority of these responses were collected 
through an online survey although a small number 
of parents completed the same survey on paper. 
The following section presents the data from the 
interviews and focus groups. It begins with a 
description of each school setting, the location and 
graphical data of the NAPLAN results for that 
school since 2010 as presented on the MySchool 
website. Next, a summary of the themes that 
emerged in relation to the principals and teachers’ 
perceptions of the NAPLAN are presented. Finally, 
a review of the themes that emerged across the 
settings from the staff and the parents’ viewpoints 
is presented and discussed.  
 
 
School site descriptions 
 
School 1 – Oleander Primary School (OPS) 
Oleander Primary School opened in the early 
1960’s in a South Western suburb of Adelaide. It 
was originally a boys’ school but became 
coeducational in the late 1970’s. The school 
accommodates children from early childhood 
through to Year 12 and accommodates 
approximately 1200 students who attend as either 
day or boarding students.  
 
The focus of the school is to develop a learning 
community underpinned by a Christian ethos that 
aims to equip students for the future. The school 
values include a focus on learning, compassion, 
equality, leadership and sustainability as part of a 
program that aims for excellence in its teaching 
and pastoral care.  
 
According to the MySchool website, Oleander 
Primary School has 117 teaching staff and 69 non-
teaching staff to accommodate the 1066 students. 
The Index of Community Socio-Educational 
Advantage (ICSEA) value for the school is 
calculated at 1134. Given the definition from 
ACARA, WMS would be considered to be an 
educationally advantaged school. WMS has an 
attendance rate of 96% which highlights that the 
students attend classes consistently.  
The NAPLAN results for this school are generally 
rated as above when compared against the 
National average, although the Year 9 results in 
some areas are ranked as below when compared 
with similar schools7 as shown on the MySchool 
website. The graphs below have been created for 
the year levels tested by NAPLAN to show changes 
across cohorts of students since the 2010 results. 
Although Oleander Primary School caters for 
children from early childhood to Year 12, the 
graphs presented here are for 2013 (the most 
recent results before the interviews) for Years 3 
and 5 to provide consistency across the data 
represented. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
7 The term ‘similar schools’ is used to represent schools 
with students from statistically similar backgrounds as 
determined by the ICSEA. 
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520-540 
514 - 543 
GRAM. & PUNCT. 
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527 - 562 
NUMERACY 
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513 - 541 
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ALL 
494 
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Figure 21: Year 9 results 2013 
 
The principal of Oleander Primary School and 11 
teaching staff (including an Assistant Principal) 
took part in the interview process. The 12 staff 
reported having a range of experience within this 
school setting and taught across a variety of 
subject areas. 
 
School 2 – Norfolk Primary School (NPS) 
Norfolk Primary School is a government primary 
school that offers an alternative learning 
environment for students from Reception to Year 
7. The school was established in the mid 1960’s 
and is located to the north of the city of Adelaide. 
The school is located in suburbia with a small 
shopping complex nearby and the grounds back on 
to a local high school. 
The school focuses on preparing students in a 
creative way for the future and the educational 
philosophy is based on the ideals of engagement 
and learning through individual creativity. The 
school strives to create a positive environment 
where all children belong and can achieve. 
  
According to the MySchool website, Norfolk 
Primary School has 20 teaching staff and 14 non-
teaching staff to accommodate the 285 students. 
The ICSEA value for the school is calculated at 965, 
which places it below the Australian mean and 
highlights it as being educationally disadvantaged. 
The MySchool website reports that in 2013, 
Norfolk Primary School had 5% of Indigenous 
students and 31% of students having a language 
background other than English, and an attendance 
rate of 91% (lower than the other schools involved 
in the research).  
 
The NAPLAN results for NPS are substantially 
below the National average in many areas of Years 
3 and 5 and although there is improvement in 
results for Year 7, they are still reported to be 
below the National average of all schools but on 
average with similar schools as defined by ACARA. 
The graphs below highlight the results for 2013 for 
Years 3 and 5 using the colour coding of the 
MySchool website with the results rounded to the 
nearest 5 to protect the school anonymity. 
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READING 
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Figure 22: Year 3 results 2013 
 
Figure 23: Year 5 results 2013 
READING 
445-465 
434-474 
WRITING 
435-455 
425-460 
SPELLING 
445-465 
440-474 
GRAM. & PUNCT. 
430-450 
422-462 
NUMERACY 
425-445 
420-454 
          
SIM 
484 
476 -493 
ALL 
502 
SIM 
458 
450-466 
ALL 
478 
SIM 
474 
466-482 
ALL 
494 
SIM 
478 
469-487 
ALL 501 
SIM 
465 
457-
473 
ALL 
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The data collection for Norfolk Primary School 
consisted of interviews with the Principal and 8 
teaching staff. One staff member worked across a 
number of school settings in the surrounding area. 
The Principal of Norfolk Primary School has been in 
the role at this school for approximately 3 years 
after completing deputy roles at a number of other 
school settings. 
The MySchool website does not provide 
percentages of children with additional needs but 
it does percentages for Indigenous students and 
students who have a language background other 
than English. For PHWPS, these percentages are: 
 2008: Indigenous 3%; LBOTE not recorded 
 2009: Indigenous 4%; LBOTE 24%  
 2010: Indigenous 4%; LBOTE 45%  
 2011: Indigenous 4%; LBOTE 26%  
 2012: Indigenous 5%; LBOTE 29%  
 2013: Indigenous 5%; LBOTE 31%  
 
In a school of under 300 students, it is likely that 
these figures might have an impact on the results. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
School 3 – Grevillea Primary School (GPS) 
Grevillea Primary School is a government primary 
school established in the early 1990’s and is 
located to the north east of Adelaide.  
The central focus of the school is learning 
underpinned by respect and the numerous values 
embedded in that. This includes a curriculum to 
foster the growth of personal and collaborative 
skills while valuing personal excellence. 
According to the MySchool website, Grevillea 
Primary School has 36 teaching staff and 14 non-
teaching staff to accommodate almost 700 
students. The ICSEA value for the school is 
calculated at 1042 which is slightly above the 
Australian medium and identifies it as a school 
that has a slight academic advantage. The 
MySchool website reports an attendance rate of 
93% for 2013. 
  
The NAPLAN results for this school are generally 
close to the National average across most areas 
and year levels. The numeracy results for Year 5 
and year 7, however, are a little below average 
(Figure 24 and 25). 
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Figure 24: Year 3 results 2013 
Figure 25: Year 5 results 2013  
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At Grevillea Primary School, interviews were 
conducted with the principal and 10 teaching staff.  
  
School 4 – Juniper Primary School (JPS) 
Juniper Primary School is a government primary 
school was established in the early 1990’s and is 
located to the north east of Adelaide. The suburbs 
around the school are well established, and 
although there are parks nearby, the school is 
located in mixed density housing. The school 
website shows a current enrolment of between 
500 and 530 (the maximum) students from 
Reception through to Year 7.  
The school strives to develop skills in children 
relevant to the adult world, with a particular focus 
 
 
on organizational skills and resilience. In addition, 
ICT remains a high priority, as does their range of 
specialist teaching programs.  
According to the MySchool website, Juniper 
Primary School has 500 students, 28 teaching staff 
and 8 non-teaching staff. The ICSEA value for the 
school is calculated at 1032, which is slightly above 
the Australian median of 1000 which places it in 
the slightly academically advantaged category. The 
MySchool website shows the attendance rate for 
Juniper Primary School for 2013 as 94%. 
  
The NAPLAN results for this school are slightly 
below or close to both the National average and 
similar schools, although there is improvement 
with the results showing to be close to average in 
Year 7 (Figs. 26 and 27). 
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Figure 26: Year 3 results 2013  
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Figure 27: Year 5 results 2013  
 
Interviews at Juniper Primary School were 
conducted with the principal and 10 teaching staff. 
Several of the teachers involved in the interviews 
reported being at the school for a period of less 
than 5 years. 
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Results: SA Interviews   
 
SA Interviews: Principals 
 
Table 23. What does NAPLAN data say about your school? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Limited, or no new information 
 
Information for government collection purposes; time lag on results makes 
them not useful for that year of teaching; invalid comparisons 
 
A tool to gauge teaching performance 
and learning needs  
Shows progress and/or gaps in teaching and learning; track student learning 
among cohorts 
Indicator of schools' performance Information that can provide reassurance or pressure to perform; Parents 
like the measurement/comparisons 
 
 
Overall, principals believed that the NAPLAN data 
offered limited, or no new information to existing 
profiles on teaching and learning at their school. 
Principals were skeptical about the usefulness of 
the data, claiming that the information was 
primarily collected for government purposes, 
rather than educational purposes. The principal at 
NPS raised concern over the importance of the test 
results for “the department”. Similarly, the 
principal at JPS stated: 
 
 I hate the test. We do use the data but 
 the data simply reflects what we already 
 know. We are not learning anything new 
 from the data (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Principals commented that the data was not useful 
in developing teaching programs for that year 
because the results are not released to the school 
until approximately six months after the students  
 
 
 
 
sit the test. As the principal from JPS commented:
  
At the moment we sit for the test in Term 
2 and we get the results in Term 4. The 
distance between sitting and getting the 
results makes the test redundant (JPS, 
Gvt, Av). 
 
Other principals, however, were positive about the 
data generated by NAPLAN, stating that it provides 
“some firm data that we can use to improve our 
own practice” (NPS, Gvt, Low).  The principal from 
NPS also said:  
 
In this snap shot, how were our children 
on this day? Do we have strengths? Do 
we have weaknesses? Are there things 
that we are not focussing on? How can 
we change our practice accordingly? 
(NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
 
 
  
56 
 
Table 24. What does the NAPLAN data not say about your school? 
Theme Sub-theme 
Does not reflect other factors impacting on 
performance 
School culture, nature of the cohort, time spent preparing for test 
or teaching to test 
The data does not provide new or useful 
information 
 
Data is a snapshot only, one piece of data 
Does not reflect increase in stress and pressure for 
children and families 
Test has negative impact on children's self-esteem; data does not 
reflect the negative attitudes staff and students have towards the 
test 
 
As indicated in Table 24 above, principals 
suggested that the NAPLAN data does not reflect 
other contextual factors that impact on 
performance, citing school culture, the nature of 
the cohort, the time spent preparing for the test or 
teaching to the test as notable examples. 
According to the principal from JPS, the results 
were therefore of little value: 
I have been known, when the results 
arrive, to pick them up off the desk and 
ask what they are. When told they are the 
NAPLAN results, throw them across the 
yard and ask anybody, if they think it is 
worthwhile … they can go and get them. I 
am deeply concerned about the potential 
ranking of schools, potential ranking of 
teachers based on these test results (JPS, 
Gvt, Av). 
 
To further highlight the contextual limitations of 
the data, the following comment from the NPS 
principal illustrates the way in which the ways in 
which the data can be skewed:   
We have a lot of children with Autism and 
Asperger’s at this school ... with learning 
difficulties. I find the NAPLAN ... when it 
gives you results of the school you find 
that the schools with children with less 
disabilities gives you higher grades than 
what our school would because we have a 
lot of children with learning difficulties in 
this school. You don’t get a true reading 
on the children who don’t have those 
difficulties (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
The principal from NPS commented further that 
when a cohort is comprised of children with a 
language background other than English, this can 
also skew the results: 
 
[W]e do seem to have now a big cohort of 
EALD students in the school; very poor 
English. That does really affect it (NPS, 
Gvt, Av). 
 
Furthermore, the SA principals indicated that the 
test can be a positive experience for academically 
capable children and quite difficult for children 
who are struggling:  
We have this one day snap shot which can 
make successful children feel very 
successful and can make struggling 
children concerned (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
Principals also expressed concerns that some 
parents chose to “deliberately keep their kids 
home that day” and “if a parent doesn’t agree with 
it, quite often they will just keep them home”. 
(NPS, Gvt, Low). Clearly, if the school population is 
not adequately represented on test day, this will 
skew the overall results. 
 
These comments are supported by the statistics of 
participation rates reported on the MySchool site 
that show in 2013, 3% of students in Year 3 were 
absent and 5% were withdrawn from the reading 
test. Similar statistics are reported for Year 5 
across the domains although there were less 
children absent from the Year 7 cohorts. The 
school has an average attendance rate of 91% 
from 2010-2013, which is lower than some other 
schools involved in the study.  
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Table 25. How well do you understand the NAPLAN reports? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Broad, or some understanding Data used to track children's progress, identify gaps, develop 
programmes; Data understood as progress ratios, proficiency 
bands, comparative data 
 
Limited understanding 
 
  
 
On the whole, the principals reported that they 
had an adequate understanding of the data, citing 
the progress ratios and proficiency bands as 
evidence of understanding. Some principals, 
however, expressed their concern about the use 
such data in schools, as explained by the OPS 
principal: 
I think league tables in any way, shape or 
form are not necessarily a positive thing 
for education . . . league tables simply 
show the performance of the students’ on 
a set of examinations as opposed to any 
other growth that they may have had 
within the school (MPS, Ind, Av). 
 
Table 26. What use(s) have you made of NAPLAN data with respect to programming, monitoring individual 
students and/or monitoring of individual teachers? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
 
Programming Yes, or mostly Informs school focus areas and intervention programmes 
 No, or not really Data of limited use: results do not inform classroom practice 
and do not show overall growth 
 
Monitoring individual 
students 
Yes, or mostly Data is used in conjunction with other standardised tests to 
test, monitor and track students 
 
 No, or not really Data is of limited value in monitoring students: information 
on students is not fair reflection of ability 
 
Monitoring individual 
teachers 
Yes, or mostly Data used as part of evaluating teacher performance and 
development 
 No, or not really Data is not an accurate indicator of teachers' performance 
 
 
In response to the question “what uses have you 
made of the NAPLAN data?” principals reported 
that the NAPLAN data was useful and informed 
key areas in the school, including school focus 
areas and intervention programmes. With respect 
to monitoring individual students, principals used 
the data in conjunction with other standardized 
tests.  
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Table 27. What use have you noticed other stakeholders making of NAPLAN data? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
 
Superiors/bureaucrats Yes, or mostly Teachers' performance based on NAPLAN results 
 
 Limited, or no impact Limited use by school council 
 
Media Yes, or mostly Media creates 'hype' and misinformation, highlights 
deficits in schools without explanation or context 
 
Politicians Yes, or mostly Politicians use data as 'big stick' approach  
 
Parents Yes, or mostly Parents want the measurement/comparisons 
 
 Limited, or no impact Decreased use of MySchool website 
 
 
One concern identified by the SA principals 
interviewed was that NAPLAN results were used by 
their superiors to evaluate their performance. In 
some cases, principals were concerned that they 
would lose their job if the schools’ NAPLAN 
performance was poor. As one principal put it:  
I also find worrying the suggestion from 
governments that quality teachers are the 
ones who get good NAPLAN results and 
therefore they should be paid differently 
(JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Table 28. NAPLAN data and the MySchool website 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
Website has little or no impact Website is used infrequently; not concerned about the website 
 
Data on MySchool website is misleading and 
inaccurate 
Does not reflect other factors affecting performance: socio-
economic, cultural factors 
 
 
A prevailing theme among the principals 
interviewed was that the data on the MySchool 
website was presented as misleading and 
inaccurate, and therefore of little relevance. As 
previously mentioned, principals believed that the 
data can easily be skewed by key factors, as 
expressed by the OPS principal:  
There has been pressure, sometimes, for 
kids not to attend and do the NAPLAN 
test. If they are underperforming kids . . . 
you obviously want the top end kids there 
but not your bottom end kids. Your data 
looks great if that happens. We try not to 
worry too much about it here. I would 
say, no it has not really affected the way 
in which we operate at all (OPS, Ind, Av). 
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Table 29. How has NAPLAN and MySchools changed your job? 
Theme Sub-themes 
 
 
Negative, or non-beneficial changes The data does not reflect the many reasons why some schools 
underperform: cohort, socio-economic factors; a snapshot only 
 Increase in stress, 'fear factor'; results used as a threat to jobs 
and funding; staff resistance is problematic 
 
 Style of testing has not worked in other countries (e.g. Canada) 
and can be counterproductive 
Positive, or beneficial changes Increased accountability, part of performance review and 
development; Affirming for schools and principals if data is good; 
Representative of cultural change in school; it’s a requirement 
 
 
 
Among the SA principals interviewed, many 
believed that NAPLAN and the MySchool website 
changed their job in negative, or detrimental ways.  
In particular, one principal expressed concern that 
NAPLAN results were being used to as a “threat” 
to evaluate performance: 
I know that the education department 
here has pulled in senior members of 
local districts et cetera to wrap them over 
the knuckles about how good or bad their  
 
 
 
 
 
NAPLAN results are. I think that is a major 
worry. I have also had a situation where 
my director has come to the school to 
congratulate me on our NAPLAN results 
and has been quite upset when I have 
said, I don’t really care because they are 
probably not going to be as good next 
year. I don’t think our system, our 
government, our department 
understands that there is no educational 
value to anybody in using NAPLAN results 
as a threat (JPS, Gvt, Ad). 
 
 
Table 30. How has NAPLAN and MySchools impacted on relationships in your school? 
 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
NAPLAN is changing relationships Pressure on teachers, parents and children to improve outcomes; 
some parents object and withdraw children from test; more 
feedback are required by parents re NAPLAN 
 
Little or no impact Little impact on parents; acceptance of test; little impact on 
relationships or school culture 
 
 
 
Of the SA principals interviewed, some 
commented that NAPLAN is changing relationships 
with their teaching staff.  Importantly, some 
principals commented that they put more pressure 
on their teaching staff to improve student learning 
as a result of the NAPLAN testing: 
For me, as a Principal, what that means is 
that if I have a student arrive at the 
school with multiple disabilities and 
behavioural issues I then have to go to a 
teacher and say, this student has all these 
issues. You are going to have to put a lot 
of work and time into this student and by 
the way, they are going to reduce your 
60 
 
NAPLAN results and therefore your pay. I 
think educationally, that is not tenable 
(JPS, Gvt, Av). 
However, this theme was not evident among all 
the interviews with SA principals. Some believed in 
a broader educational focus and not teaching to 
the test, just to fulfil NAPLAN requirements: 
Everything now systemically is focussed 
on literacy and numeracy; not because we 
want our children to be more literate or 
numerate but because we want our 
children to do better in the test. When 
you forget about why it is the children are 
at school and what we want from them 
and you are only interested in the results 
of a test then I think educationally we 
have got a problem (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
 
 
Table 31. Overall, what would you say have been the effects of NAPLAN and the MySchool website on your 
school community? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Negative, or detrimental effects Intentions of test are not realised in practice: money and effort 
could be used better  
 Increase in competition and comparisons: results shouldn't be 
used to judge the quality of school and staff 
 Results are not accurate, can easily be skewed 
 Teachers teach to the test, teach test strategies 
 Increase in stress for teachers and children 
 Funding is attached to funding, could force different levels of 
funding 
 Narrows the curriculum to pass a test: need policies to address 
needs of children this century 
 Time lag on results makes them less useful/applicable for that 
year of teaching 
 Politically driven, not grounded in educational research; creates 
ethical issues for teachers 
 
Positive, or beneficial effects Has raised accountability 
 Enjoyable for capable children 
 Reassurance, or confirmation that the school is doing well 
 Provides data on learning gaps and needs  
Little, or no effect Just one test 
 
 
Overall, principals commented on the negative, or 
detrimental effects of NAPLAN testing. One 
principal alluded to the “fear factor that MySchool 
brought” (GPS, Gvt, Av). And as previously 
discussed, the data can easily be skewed by a 
range of factors, which places some principals in 
inequitable or unfair positions. As explained by 
one principal: 
I am lucky. I am sitting here in a school 
that is just such a wonderful school in so 
many ways but a few weeks ago at our 
conference that we had with all South 
Australian leaders the colleague sitting 
next to me was telling me how she ... 
their behaviour stats were in and they 
were averaging a hundred student time-
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outs in a week in the office. While 
MySchool and NAPLAN puts pressure on 
me I am in a really good position to be 
able to respond to that. I worry for my 
colleagues who are in positions like she is 
in to make improvement when her work 
is so crowded (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Furthermore, principals referred to NAPLAN as 
“representative of the cultural change that is 
happening in our education system at the 
moment” (JPS, Gvt, Av). The ‘cultural change’ 
initiated by NAPLAN is noteworthy, for its 
influence on school communities appears to be 
widespread: 
[T]his notion that the only things in 
schools that are worthwhile are those 
that can be tested so therefore 
curriculum wise everything is now about 
literacy and numeracy and everything else 
is something you might do if you have a 
bit of time at the end of the day. I think it 
is a very thoughtless way to think about 
the future of our kids. Apart from that, I 
don’t want to single NAPLAN out on its 
own because I think NAPLAN simply 
represents the politics and the cultural 
change that is happening in our education 
system at the moment (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
The ‘cultural change’ in schools was perceived as 
negative by principals, and some were concerned 
that NAPLAN only served to highlight the failures 
and deficits in schools. As explained by the NPS 
principal: 
I am frustrated by what is touted by 
people . . . about how South Australia is 
failing or ... or another state, where we fit 
within the national picture, where we are 
below where we are meant to be, this 
type of thing. I think it negates generally 
what is a really hard job . . . this year 
when we went to our big day, the new 
Chief Exec stood up the front with all the 
leaders and opened his address with how 
we were failing (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
In addition, there was some evidence that 
principals were reluctant to change their 
educational practice just to suit the requirements 
of NAPLAN: 
We have made a policy that we do not 
teach to the test. We do not prepare our 
students for the test. We simply have 
them sit for the test and I am sure that 
means that our results might not be as 
good as schools that pump their children. 
But I don’t want our curriculum turned 
over to NAPLAN. I want the kids to be 
doing our curriculum and NAPLAN is 
simply something that we do (JPS, Gvt, 
Av). 
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SA interviews: Teachers 
 
Table 32. What can you tell me about NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Curriculum and pedagogy Identify gaps in learning, address programming needs; show 
where progress has been made; an effort to raise literacy and 
numeracy standards 
 
 Teaching to the test: need to prepare children to set them up for 
success 
An assessment tool An assessment tool with funding attached to it 
 An unnecessary addition to existing standardised tests 
 
 A test to provide feedback to parents 
 
Benchmarking To show comparisons across schools, state and nation; achieve 
consistency of teaching across states 
 
 Increase accountability; evaluates teacher performance 
 
 A media/political tool that focuses on teaching deficits 
 
Test design Snapshot assessment used to make unfair judgements of 
children's ability 
 Time lag with results; the results do not guide teaching for that 
year 
 
Stress, pressure or anxiety Increased pressure and stress for children and teachers 
 
 
In response to a general question about NAPLAN, 
many of the teachers interviewed commented on 
the impact of NAPLAN testing on curriculum and 
pedagogy.  As explained by one teacher at GPS, “I 
think it is one test on one day and it is a very 
narrow view of children’s learning” (JPS, Gvt, Av).  
The same teacher from JPS went on to explain: 
Our school motto is linking learning to 
life. Well, how many times in your 
lifetime do you have to actually sit down 
and do a test? If we did teach to the test 
all the time, we wouldn’t exactly be 
following through with what we believe 
as a school (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Teachers were also concerned that the test was 
used to make unfair judgements about children’s 
ability. As one teacher at GPS put it: 
The testing or assessment tool should 
always be about improving things for kids 
. . . it is so easy to make it a little bit 
harder or easier on a particular year. . . It 
is a really easy tool to use to either slam 
schools or boost up whoever is in power 
at the time (GPS, Gvt, Av).  
These attitudes were not uniform across the 
teachers interviewed, however, and for some 
teachers the increase in accountability by NAPLAN 
testing was considered to be positive.  As one 
teacher from GPS explained: 
t needs to be thrown back to teachers to 
say, well actually, you need to look at 
your practice as well. You can’t just blame 
kids and circumstances and all those 
other things. There has to be some 
accountability around the teachers as well  
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(GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
 
Table 33. What are the positive impacts from NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy Highlights learning gaps, results can guide professional 
development and programming; A gauge of 
how/whether the curriculum is being taught; can 
encourage consistency of curriculum teaching 
 
 Increased focus on literacy: writing genres and 
punctuation; Increased focus on numeracy, especially 
problem solving 
 
An assessment tool Data to measure and clarify student performance; a tool 
to make comparisons and track performance across year 
levels 
 
 Better accountability, an impartial or independent 
assessment 
 
Test design Students learn test strategies and persistence in exams; 
children enjoy doing the test 
 
 Influences topics and develops consistency of language in 
teaching 
Stress and pressure Not stressful if handled well by teachers and school 
 
 Can be affirming for capable students 
No positives 
 
  
 
 
With respect to the positive impacts of NAPLAN, 
the SA teachers interviewed commented that 
NAPLAN testing has encouraged them to give 
more explicit attention to teaching writing.  As one 
teacher explained, “I have actually done 
[exposition and narratives] rather than give it lip 
service like I reckon we did 20 years ago” (GPS, 
Gvt, Av).  NAPLAN testing has also informed 
teaching practice by helping some teachers reflect 
on their teaching: 
Where you might be very narrow in how 
you are teaching a concept, some of the 
questions in there are really outside of 
the box which is great … which makes you 
think, okay how can I teach this better  
 
 
and make it more outside the box instead 
of just a straight question (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Similarly, a teacher from GPS explained: 
[I]t informs your teaching. It informs you 
that you haven’t taught those concepts or 
those words and maybe we should. Do 
you know what I mean? I think in a way it 
can be good. It can inform your teaching 
and show gaps (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Some of the teachers interviewed believed that 
NAPLAN testing was important for students to 
begin developing the discipline of completing tests 
in exam-like conditions. As one teacher put it:  
I guess, if it is forced upon them to do 
exams when they are older ... it is an 
avenue for giving them strategies for how 
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to tackle a testing situation and that 
relate ... maybe is a testing situation that 
is similar to what they will experience 
when they are older as well (OPS, Ind, 
Av). 
 
 
Similarly, another teacher from OPS explained: 
 
One positive, might be it gives some kind 
of exposure or experience of a testing 
format that they will do in the Senior 
years so when they do get to Senior 
School they have some understanding of 
what it feels like in terms of nerves and in 
terms of budgeting time and having the 
right stationery and all those sorts of 
things (OPS, Ind, Av). 
 
A common theme among interviews with SA 
teachers was that they were confident in their own 
skills in assessing the students’ ability, and that 
NAPLAN data only confirmed what they already 
knew. Thus, NAPLAN results confirmed or clarified 
teachers’ knowledge about the children in their 
class:  
The positives are that it is another piece 
of data to measure children. I guess, 
when I am looking at children’s progress, 
it is just another piece that I can use. 
Sometimes I find it confirming around ... 
especially if some children come to you 
and you look at the results that previous 
teachers have given them and you think, I 
don’t agree with that at all. It could be 
that you think they are better or worse 
than what that is so NAPLAN is just 
another measure that just helps you to 
clarify your thinking (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
 
This theme was expressed in a similar by another 
teacher at OPS: 
 
The positives have been that it gives us . . 
. it confirms our own understandings of 
the students with whom we work. Those 
students who we feel will be successful 
are. Those students we think will struggle 
might. They don’t always but they might. 
It is really an affirmation of what we are 
doing in terms of the implementation of 
the curriculum but also about what other 
things we add. I guess, from a pastoral 
point of view, NAPLAN is actually quite 
enjoyable here (OPS, Ind, Av). 
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Table 34. What are the negative impacts from NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Stress, pressure or anxiety Increased student anxiety or stress; anxiety over style of 
testing: the test is different to what children are used to in 
class 
 
 Media 'hype' creates pressure for teaching staff and school 
 
 Teachers have to reassure parents and children to reduce 
anxiety; stress affects children’s performance on test 
 
 Increased pressure on parents; parents put pressure on 
their children 
 
 Intensification of work for teachers: teachers seen as failing 
if poor performance; increased stress for teachers if school 
is performing poorly 
 
Test design  Time lag on results makes them less useful, relevant: 
doesn't inform teaching for that year 
 A one-off test used to make (inaccurate) judgements 
 
 Does not test a broad range or learning styles or skills 
 Children are too young for style of testing 
 Students with special needs disadvantaged (incl ESL, 
indigenous, poor readers) 
 Test does not provide new information about children's 
abilities  
 Detracts from learning in other curriculum areas 
 Test is poorly designed 
 
 Not effective in addressing teacher performance, only 
focuses on deficits 
 It detracts from balanced or effective teaching and learning 
(incl. problem solving) 
 Too much time/money spent on test at expense of other 
interventions 
 Decontextualised learning, not relevant to children 
 
 Politically, not educationally motivated 
Teaching to the test Timing of test: not enough time to teach content so 
teachers teach to test 
 Pressure on teachers to prepare children for the test 
 
66 
 
 Detracts from good teaching: children 'groomed' for the 
test 
 
Invalid comparisons  Encourages competition based on data that is not a fair 
reflection of ability 
 Results do not reflect the many factors that affect 
performance: children with learning/behaviour difficulties, 
indigenous students 
 (Inaccurate) test results used to track children and teachers 
 
  Valuing or over-importance placed on the results 
 
 
 
Overall, among the SA teachers interviewed, there 
was more discussion on the negative impacts of 
NAPLAN than the positive impacts. A key theme 
was the increase in stress and pressure 
experienced by teachers and children. One teacher 
was concerned that “my kids . . . feel pressure 
constantly” and that “some kids go off sick 
because they are stressed from tests” (GPS, Gvt, 
Av). 
Teachers also felt stressed because they believed 
that poor results might reflect badly on their 
teaching ability. As one teacher from NPS put it: 
Even me, who might only be a two day a 
week teacher or a one day a week teacher 
… I feel a lot of pressure for the children 
to do well. Then I feel it reflects on me. 
You look at the Year 3 and 5 results when 
they come out and you think, no wonder 
they did so poorly because I . . . was away 
or I am only a new teacher in this area so I 
need to hone my skills. That is only me. I 
am me and I am sensitive and that is how 
I see it. Other teachers may not view it 
that way but I take it personally 
sometimes (NPS, Ind, Av). 
 
Moreover, another negative impact teachers felt 
was the time lag on receiving the results. One 
teacher reported that, “I would struggle to think of 
anything positive that it has brought to my 
classroom because, for my kids who do this test in 
April, May, I don’t get to see their results until it is 
too late and they move onto someone else” (GPS,  
 
 
 
Gvt, Av).  Another teacher from GPS commented 
on a similar theme: 
We will get [the results] back in . . . 
October or September and I will go, oh 
yeah, whatever. I won’t look at it. I don’t 
use it in any way because that was in 
Term 2 and here we are in Term 4 when 
we get it. I mean, what’s the … honestly, 
what is the point? (GPS, Gvt, Av).  
Another negative impact reported by teachers was 
an increase in teaching to the test, where some 
teachers purportedly “prepare the kids from Day 1 
of Term 1 and they just do test after test after 
test” (JPS, Gvt, Av).  According to one teacher at 
GPS, teaching to the test was “ridiculous” and 
“what your timetable becomes and I don’t see that 
as a benefit to anyone” (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Other SA teachers interviewed commented that so 
much time was spent preparing children for 
NAPLAN that they believed children “are missing 
out on what they are supposed to be getting (GPS, 
Gvt, Av). Teachers described the difficulty in 
preparing very young children (year 3) for the test 
conditions, stating that “Publicly examining an 
eight year old is madness. I think it is crazy . . . 
They can barely put words down on a page and 
suddenly it has got to be structured” (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
Another teacher from JPS reported similar ideas: 
I think the Year 3s are the hardest ones to 
train up because it is such a daunting 
experience for them. I have had Year 3s 
that have come along and sat there and 
just gone, I have got no idea what to do, 
because they are so nervous about doing 
it. I guess, with 2, 3s it is really hard. You 
have got to cordon off the Year 2s and 
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then get the Year 3s to sort of train them 
up and ... train them up to sit there and 
know what to expect; just give them the 
expectations of, this is what is going to be 
like, and preparing them for it (JPS, Gvt, 
Av). 
 
Many of the SA teachers interviewed felt that they 
were obliged to ‘teach to the test’ to some extent 
because it was not fair for on the children to have 
them sit a test that the children were totally 
unprepared for.  However some teachers were 
outspoken in their negativity about the writing 
component of the test, as illustrated in the 
following comment by a teacher at GPS:  
I don’t like the writing piece in the 
NAPLAN. I think that is totally an 
unrealistic way to asses a child’s writing; 
around a 30 minute piece of structured 
writing. That they have to plan it and 
write it and edit it in 30 minutes is totally 
ridiculous. None of us would ever have to 
do that. I consume a lot of classroom time 
around that writing piece (GPS, Gvt, Av).  
The same teacher from GPS went on to talk about 
having to prepare children for the test, even 
though the test itself was not consistent with 
broader educational goals: 
I use a lot of classroom time practicing 
the writing piece. I practice that 30 
minute writing which is not actually how 
you want them to write and it doesn’t 
allow kids to be creative around their 
language use and sentence structure and 
all those things. I practice doing a piece of 
writing in 30 minutes which I don’t really 
like (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
 
Table 35. Have you changed the way you teach as a result of NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Yes, or in some ways Teaches to test to prepare children for test 
 Informs school focus: programming, teaching strategies; increased 
focus on writing, teaching genre; curriculum/programming is 
influenced by what is in the test 
 
 Teachers accommodate/teach NAPLAN style questions and content: 
test strategies, reading comprehension; increased focus on problem 
solving 
 
 Timing of test: teaching becomes more explicit in Term 1 to teach test 
content  
 Teachers teach to test because it reflects their performance 
 
 The test is a requirement 
 
 Difficult to accommodate children with different learning levels 
No, not really Little or no impact 
 
 Does not teach to test, teaches normal programme 
  Time lag on results means that they do not influence teaching and 
learning for that year 
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Overall, the most common theme reported by SA 
teachers was that their teaching changed as a 
result of NAPLAN testing. In particular, teachers 
increased their focus on teaching persuasive and 
narrative text, because, as one teacher from GPS 
put it “mainly because I want my kids to be 
successful. I don’t want them getting something in 
the mail that says that they are hopeless (GPS, Gvt, 
Av). This was reflected in a comment by another 
teacher at GPS: 
But now [my teaching] has really changed 
because now it is part of my teaching and 
I certainly do, towards the end of first 
term and the beginning of second term, 
do very specific work; particularly about 
the writing piece (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Another teacher commented that “cramming” for 
the test occurs, which leads to teachers becoming 
“very stressed out by trying to fit it in” (NPS, Gvt, 
Low).   
 
The changes to teaching practice were also 
described by another teacher at NPS: 
Overall my teaching would need to 
increase in those areas so that the 
children were more comfortable and 
resilient and had broader understanding 
of those concepts for next year when they 
go to the next teacher … ready for 
NAPLAN (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
According to the SA teachers interviewed, teaching 
practice has become more explicit, as more 
content needs to be covered in Term 1 before the 
NAPLAN test conducted during Term 2. 
[NAPLAN] is the beginning of the year, 
beginning of Term 2. Am I supposed to 
make sure I have covered everything in 11 
or 12 weeks? There is just no way you can 
do that. That was the Maths but the 
language stuff (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
For other teachers, NAPLAN testing made them 
“panic”, as described by one teacher at JPS: 
 
But you kind of go into this mad panic. 
You think they are Year 3s. They are going 
to cover the whole Year 3 curriculum. This 
is given at the beginning of Term 2 so you 
go into this mild panic, what haven’t I 
covered? You can’t possibly do 12 months 
curriculum in one term so you do go ... I 
do go through this with a mad panic. 
What haven’t I covered and then think, 
calm down (JPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Teachers reported that they teach to the test 
because at some schools teachers’ performance 
reviews are based on NAPLAN results. As explained 
by one teacher at JPS, “We have Educational 
Directors coming in and looking ... highlighting. 
What is going on with your data? Can you explain 
why this is happening? If you are not on top of it, 
you are asking for trouble” (JPS, Gvt, Av).
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Table 36. How accurately do you think NAPLAN and the MySchools website measures the learning of children 
in your class? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
A narrow, limited measure of children's learning Results are skewed and do not reflect the many other factors 
affecting performance 
 Test does not provide new information: teachers already know 
children's ability 
 Narrow focus: children can't explain thinking strategies, doesn't 
test the whole person, not a good measure of performance; 
results only show development in literacy and numeracy, not 
overall development 
 
 Test does not improve literacy standards 
 Children get stressed about test, which affects performance 
  
 Timing of test (during Term 2) means that it does not measure 
what teachers have taught 
A good, accurate measure of children's learning A good measure of writing ability 
 Data helps identify gaps and weaknesses 
  NAPLAN data correlates well with other test results 
 
 
 
According to the SA teachers interviewed, the 
NAPLAN data and the MySchools website only 
provides a narrow and limited measure of 
children’s learning. Many teachers reported that 
their school results is more indicative of their 
particular cohort and socio-economic area, than a 
reflection of their students’ academic ability: 
I am in an easy school . . . No one is going 
to be banging on my door. It doesn’t 
mean I am fantastic. It is just the cohort of 
kids that we have got (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Furthermore, teachers were concerned that the 
actual learning of children was limited to the test  
 
 
content, and did not test their thinking strategies 
or metacognitive awareness. As one teacher from 
GPS explained: 
I think there is a bigger picture to just test 
. . . talk to them and let them explain 
what they are doing . . . I have got a child 
who cannot put it down on paper yet he 
is really able (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Another teacher at JPS expressed a similar 
viewpoint: 
I think it is one test on one day and it is a 
very narrow view of children’s learning 
(JPS, Gvt, Av). 
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Table 37. How has NAPLAN impacted on your relationships with other teachers’ parents, students and your 
principal? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
NAPLAN is changing relationships with parents More communication and feedback required from the teachers 
to parents re NAPLAN 
 Parents put pressure on teachers and blame teachers for poor 
outcomes 
 
 Some parents choose schools based on results, or move away; 
some parents resist and withdraw children from test; some 
parents do extra tutoring to prepare for test 
 
NAPLAN is changing relationships among teachers 
 
Pressure on teachers to improve student outcomes 
 Results are used to measure teacher performance 
 If blame is used, this can impact relationships among teachers 
 
NAPLAN is changing relationships between 
teachers and principal 
Increase in pressure on teachers by principal to achieve good 
outcomes 
 
Little or no impact on relationships Little or no impact on relationship with principal or among 
teachers or parents 
 
 Parents are not concerned about results 
 
 
A common theme among the SA teachers 
interviewed was that NAPLAN is changing the 
relationships among parents, student and the 
principal of their school. Of particular concern to 
the SA teachers was the perceived change in their 
relationship with the principal as a consequence of 
NAPLAN: 
At my previous school the Principal would 
be a bit edgy in the week coming up to 
the NAPLAN data. He either would be 
very happy or would be wondering, how 
am I going to write this in the newsletter? 
Whilst it was never ... it wasn’t unpleasant 
but you could sense there was a level of 
unease (OPS, Ind, Av). 
 
In a similar vein, another teacher commented that 
around the time of the NAPLAN testing, teachers 
reported some ‘edginess’ in some management 
level staff.  
 
 
 
I find that our management team ... I 
wouldn’t say the word, edgy … during 
NAPLAN but they are very conscious that  
they want to make sure that it is delivered 
in a professional manner (OPS, Ind, Av). 
 
Teachers believed that the pressure felt by 
principals also increased their stress and pressure: 
I know a few years ago we were all, by a 
previous Principal, brought in and drawn 
over the coals because results weren’t as 
good as they should have been. He 
obviously got a bit of a blast from 
someone up high and came in and blasted 
teachers about it (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
There was also some discussion about the 
assigning of blame (or acceptance of praise) for 
results across year levels and the negative impact 
this can have on relationships in schools:  
 
Yeah and do you know what was funny? 
Was it last year? When we got our results 
last year and we did the break-down of 
the NAPLAN, it was really funny because 
the Year 3s did really well so all the Year 2 
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teachers and Year 1 teachers and 
Receptions went, woo hoo. They were all 
cheering. Then when we didn’t do well, 
you don’t hear a sound (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
 
 
Table 38. Do you use the MySchool website and data? 
Theme 
 
Sub-theme 
Comparisons are not valid Doesn't account for other factors influencing performance: 
cohort, leadership, attendance on test day, special needs 
children; data does not provide data on individuals, or provide 
reasons for success or failure 
 
 Website has become a tool for comparison; judgements are 
made about the school based on unfair comparisons 
 
 
 
A key concern among the SA teachers interviewed 
was that the MySchool website did not show the 
many factors that account for performance, such 
as the cohort, leadership in the school, and 
attendance on the test day. According to the 
teachers interviewed, the comparisons shown on 
the MySchool website were not valid, and that  
 
 
 
these results were used to make unfair 
judgements about the school and teachers: 
As soon as you go on [to the MySchool 
website] there you check the little … what 
are they; yellow, red and green? It is the 
first thing you look at; what is the school 
succeeding at, what is the school failing 
at. As a parent, you do. It is the first thing 
you look at (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
Table 39. How well is the data understood by parents and teachers? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
Yes, or mostly understood Presentation of results is easy to understand by parents and 
teachers; parents understand data because of good 
communication/feedback from school and teachers; another 
form of reporting 
Unsure, or not really understood Parents don't understand that it is a snapshot only, that data is 
skewed by broad range of factors 
 
  Parents overinflate the importance of the test and use it to 
evaluate teachers and schools 
 
The majority of SA teachers interviewed 
commented that the data was well understood. 
Teachers said that the presentation of the results 
was easy to understand and understood by most 
parents.  However, for some teachers, they did not 
understand the data and therefore for those 
teachers, the overall usefulness of the data was 
not as clear.  As explained by one teacher at OPS: 
Well, what are they using it for . . . how is 
it being used.  I think, if I understood 
more of how the data is useful to us I 
might be more inclined to say that it 
might outweigh the stress (OPS, Ind, Av). 
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Table 40. Do the positives of NAPLAN outweigh the negatives? 
Theme Sub-theme 
 
No, not really No support if poor performance 
 
 It makes children too stressed 
 
 Test doesn't give any new information, a snap shot only and teachers already know 
children's abilities 
 Time lag on results: results do not inform teaching/programming for that year 
 Results are used to make unfair judgements about children, schools and teachers: 
results do not reflect broader context 
 Other standardised tests are sufficient, NAPLAN is an unnecessary addition; a waste 
of money and resources 
 
 Increases unhelpful competition 
 
 Test is driven by politics and media, administrators too removed from education 
Yes, or mostly Test gives more information, reaffirm teachers and performance 
 Focuses teaching 
 
  Increases accountability 
 
 
 
Across the SA interviews, teachers believed that 
the positives of NAPLAN did not outweigh the 
negatives. Many teachers commented that the 
results are easily skewed, citing ‘luck’ as one 
possible explanation. For example, one teacher 
commented: 
I had one a couple of years ago who was 
non-literate, non-numerate. The parents 
wanted him to do the test results. I 
watched. He got it done in seven and a 
half minutes; eenie, meenie, minie, moe. 
That one . . . and he scored in the highest 
bands … and he guessed it. . . . it skews 
results (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Of particular concern to the SA teachers was that 
the results were used to make unfair judgements 
about children, schools and teachers. Teachers 
believed that the comparisons were not based on 
valid data, but like “comparing potatoes and  
 
oranges” (JPS, Gvt, Av).  Teachers argued that the 
results do not reflect the broader context, and 
specifically, is unfair for children with disabilities or  
special needs.  As expressed by one teacher at 
NPS: 
 
[T]o me it is not a true indication of the 
correct results because, like I said before, 
you have got a lot of children in this 
school with a disability. We are not going 
to do well so that actually doesn’t show 
you a true reading (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
Other teachers were concerned that some schools 
opted to not enrol certain students: 
 
[W]here you go to some schools ... there 
are some schools who have no children  
 
with disabilities, hardly any behaviour, 
hardly any ESL. They don’t accept them 
(NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
Moreover, many teachers were frustrated with the 
time lag on the return of results, making the 
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results not useful for programming for that year.  
As explained by one teacher at NPS: 
I think they are better off doing 
[NAPLAN]later in the year; getting your 
results back so you are ready to just go, 
boom, boom, boom right from the very 
next year. And also, if you are doing Year 
5, they are doing testing, basically, on 
Year 5 ... some of that stuff you just 
haven’t covered (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
Another teacher from GPS reported similar 
concerns about the time lag on results: 
We will get [the results] back in … 
whenever it is, October or September and 
I will go, oh yeah, whatever. I won’t look 
at it. I don’t use it in any way because that 
was in Term 2 and here we are in Term 4 
when we get it. I mean, what’s the … 
honestly, what is the point? (GPS, Gvt, 
Av). 
Teachers also commented on the increased 
competition that seemed to be created through 
NAPLAN, not only between different schools but 
also between alternate year levels.  As one teacher 
explained:  
 
It is supposed to be about getting a 
snapshot of the children and where they 
are and what we need to inform our 
teaching. It really has turned into a 
competition between schools and 
sometimes between grades. Like Peg and 
that said, I don’t want a Year 3 because I 
don’t want the responsibility that it is my 
fault if they don’t do well (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
SA teachers also commented that NAPLAN was 
only a snapshot of the children and many other 
forms of data and standardised tests were 
required to develop a comprehensive picture of 
the students’ achievement: 
I see it as that but I also see it ... you have 
got to be careful not to take it as the be-
all and end-all. It is a snapshot as far as I 
am concerned. It is just a snapshot. It 
gives you one form of testing ... 
assessment. You kind of use that with 
this, with this, with this. It is just one 
form. I don’t take it as the be-all and end-
all (NPS, Gvt, Low). 
 
The reduced reliance on the NAPLAN results 
seemed to reduce the impact of the testing on the 
teachers in the schools, although it also showed 
that they were confident in their own professional 
judgment in relation to the students in their 
classrooms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 41. What advice would you give to the developers of NAPLAN? 
Theme Sub-theme 
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Test properties Too much time and money spent on NAPLAN at expense of other 
interventions 
 Nothing is gained from the test, no follow up/support if poor 
performance; make more allowances for children with special 
needs, ESL or children who are disadvantaged 
 
 Test detracts from broader learning; intentions of test are not being 
realised in practice 
 Results take too long to come out; results cannot inform 
programming for that year 
 Test focus is too narrow: test questions need to be more relevant to 
children; involve teachers and educators in the test design 
 
 Implementation of test: tests need to be spaced out over several 
weeks; not enough time to teach content before test 
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy Existing curriculum is overcrowded; need a properly structured 
curriculum 
 
 Many teachers teach to the test, so results do not provide an 
accurate or fair reflection of performance 
Stress and pressure Test is stressful and sometimes traumatic for children 
 
Results are skewed Teachers' accountability should not be based on inaccurate data 
 
  Results do not account for the wide range of factors that influence 
performance 
 
 
In response to the question, What advice would 
you have for the developers of NAPLAN?, many SA 
teachers were outspoken about the negative 
impacts of NAPLAN, suggesting that developers do 
not understand the realities of the classroom 
experience. As stated by one teacher at GPS:  
They need to come and teach for a day. 
Tell them to come in here and teach. 
Come in for a week . . . You need a whole 
week … Come and see what it is like . . . 
Come and teach for a week and then tell 
us. . . come and sit in our shoes” (GPS, 
Gvt, Av). 
 
In a similar vein, teachers were concerned about 
the potential of NAPLAN to narrow the curriculum: 
 
They are missing the social skills, they are 
missing the rigorous learning and the 
thinking that goes with it (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Of particular concern to the SA teachers 
interviewed was that often little or no support or 
funding is provided for poorly performing students 
and schools. In fact, teachers believed that the 
support and funding has decreased over the years 
since the conception of NAPLAN, as explained by 
one teacher at GPS: “Yes, do your NAPLAN. If you 
don’t do well, that is fine because you will get 
some money. You will get some support. Now 
there is none of that support there” (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
Understandably, then, teachers raise the question 
as to how and whether school outcomes can be 
improved if the corresponding support and 
funding is not provided. For example, one teacher 
from GPS said:  
I remember the carrot in the early days, 
was, if your kids are struggling there will 
be extra money for support. Well, that 
disappeared really quickly. In fact, I don’t 
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even know if it was two years of ... where 
there was funding. I don’t know if it was 
during LAN or NAPLAN. We thought, well, 
at least some funding will come because 
of this and we can have extra intervention 
programmes or smaller literacy classes for 
our kids. There was something in it for the 
kids but that is gone (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
 
A number of the teachers raised the issue of the 
cost involved with the administration of the 
NAPLAN tests and suggested that these funds 
could be better spent in other areas of education. 
One teacher at OPS explained that: 
The only thing I think is, there is so much 
money spent on NAPLAN; the marking, 
the preparation, all of that and I wonder 
whether, really, if is worth it. If the 
government is making cuts to so many 
things, NAPLAN would be one of the 
things that I reckon should be up there 
(OPS, Ind, Av). 
 
Overall, it could be suggested that the comment 
from one teacher at GPS perhaps summarises the 
viewpoints of the SA teachers interviewed:  
What it is intended to do and what it 
actually does, I think, are really different 
things (GPS, Gvt, Av). 
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SA: Parent Data Analysis 
 
68 responses were collected from the parent 
survey across the 3 schools in South Australia. Of 
these 68 responses, 34 parents completed the 
survey past the first page of demographic data to 
provide data to the questions. The survey 
questions included both Likert rating scale 
questions that asked parents to rank their 
perspective, as well as open-ended questions. The 
pseudonyms used in the discussion of the results 
were nominated by the participants themselves. 
For the ranking scale questions, parents were 
asked to describe their child’s NAPLAN 
achievement, and then rate the school’s overall 
NAPLAN achievement in relation to their 
expectations of their child’s achievement. Figure 
28 and 29 show the results of these questions: 
 
 
Figure 28: Parent’s reported expectations of their 
child’s NAPLAN results. 
 
 
Figure 29: Parent response to school results. 
 
Figure 29 shows that one third of the parents who 
responded to the survey (11/33) were unsure of 
the overall achievement of the school. While the 
majority of parents (14/33) perceived the results 
to be about what they expected, there were a 
small number that responded the results were 
below their expectations (5/33). This data again 
reinforces the trend that there does not appear to 
be a great discrepancy between NAPLAN results 
and parental expectations of their child’s school. 
Parents were then asked to comment on what 
they knew about NAPLAN. This question had a 
reduced response rate with only 24 parents 
providing a written response. Parents commented 
on the overall purpose of the tests and 
commented that NAPLAN was, “Standardised 
testing to check Australian children's competency 
to deliver an overall average” (Mr Sunny Tan).  
Similarly, “Veronica” also commented: 
NAPLAN is a series of tests administered 
annually to Australian students to assess 
their reading, writing, language and 
numeracy capabilities (Veronica). 
Some parents commented that NAPLAN can be 
used to directly measure teaching, as explained by 
‘Sel’: 
NAPLAN is a basic skills test given to all 
schools at different year levels. It helps 
the government, by making sure that 
students are being educated to their year 
level (Sel). 
In addition, parents also talked about the tests 
only providing a ‘snap shot’ or a result at that 
given time: 
I know that NAPLAN tests children in one 
single snapshot moment that doesn't 
really capture a true indication of that 
child's abilities. It should track a child's 
journey. That would measure something 
more realistic (Kristian). 
Some parents were concerned that NAPLAN was 
stressful for children and had little benefit to the 
students involved, stating that it “causes undue 
stress and anxiety in young children. Exams in 
Primary School are not needed, there are better 
ways to get the same results” (Samantha). In a 
similar vein, another parent commented: 
NAPLAN has more negative effects on the 
children of our schools then the positives, 
it creates stress, anxiety and low self- 
esteem. The test is pointless, ask yourself 
WHY we need students to be measured 
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up against others their age around the 
country? WHY do the students and 
parents get out of it? Nothing 
(Anonymous). 
Furthermore, parents stated concerns about the 
public nature of NAPLAN results on the MySchool 
website, saying that it has “opened it up to public 
scrutiny such that its now , perhaps unfairly, 
considered a benchmark of student 
achievement”(Bob).   
The largest section of the survey asked the parents 
to rate 14 statements about NAPLAN and the 
MySchool website on a scale of Strongly Disagree, 
Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, Agree or 
Strongly Agree. Figure 30 provides the graph of 
these responses for the parent data for the 3 
school settings. 
Figure 30: Parent response to statements about NAPLAN and MySchool 
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Statements 3, 4 and 13 were negatively phrased 
which makes it more difficult to review this graph 
in a simply comparative way but interesting 
insights can be gained when looking at groups of 
statements. For example, statements 1, 2 & 3 
relate to the learning of the children from 
NAPLAN. Only a small number of parents (5 for 
literacy –statement 1, and 8 for numeracy – 
statement 2) felt that NAPLAN had improved their 
child’s overall performance in these areas. When 
this is added to the responses for statement 3, 15 
parents agreed (7 strongly) that NAPLAN made no 
difference to their child from their perspective.  
Over half of the parents (15/29, 52%) indicated 
that their child found NAPLAN stressful (Statement 
4) and 12 parents (31%) responded (7 strongly) 
that NAPLAN had a negative impact on their child’s 
schooling (Statement 10). This is further supported 
by the response to Statement 11 where again 12 
of the parents (31%) agreed (4 strongly) that there 
was an excessive emphasis on NAPLAN in their 
child’s school. 
In relation to the MySchool website, 11 parents 
(38%) strongly disagreed when asked if they often 
used the website (Statement 5) and 14 (48%) 
disagreed (5 strongly) that the website provided 
important information that parents should have 
access to (Statement 9). To further support this, 13 
parents (45%) agreed (8 strongly) that it was not 
fair to compare schools based on NAPLAN results 
the way that the MySchool website does 
(Statement 13). An even stronger reaction to the 
accountability measures of NAPLAN and the 
MySchool website, was the response to Statement 
14 where 18 parents (62%) disagreed (9 strongly) 
that holding teachers accountable for their results 
through NAPLAN and MySchool would improve the 
quality of their teaching. 
In summarizing the responses to these survey 
statements, it appears that parents who 
responded to the survey understood the results of 
the NAPLAN tests (Statement 7) but they did not 
feel the testing regime had a positive impact on 
their child’s school or their literacy and numeracy. 
Many of the parents were not using the MySchool 
website and did not feel it was appropriate to 
compare schools or hold teachers accountable 
based on the results of the NAPLAN tests. Some of 
these conclusions were further supported by 
comments made in the final question of the 
survey. 
The final question in the survey asked the parents 
to make any additional comments about NAPLAN 
and MySchool. 19 parents provided a comment in 
this section and a number of key themes emerged 
from the review of these statements.  
 
Some parents were positive about the NAPLAN 
testing, saying that it provides a useful gauge of 
their children’s numeracy and literacy levels, 
although negative comments were also common: 
 
I believe that the NAPLAN is a great way 
to let parents know how their children are 
performing, however the results come 
out too late in the year to actually action 
areas of improvement. I also believe that 
the tests are a good way to condition 
children for their path into higher 
education (perhaps not at year 3, maybe 
start them at year 5). The MySchools 
website I find there is too much 
information that is not necessary, e.g. 
finances etc. I personally do not use the 
Myschool website I have looked at it 
twice since it was established and do not 
find it useful (Amanda). 
 
Parents also commented that the testing can 
identify gaps in teaching and learning:  
 
I think the NAPLAN tests are good in one 
way because you get to see where your 
child is at. With my daughter the test 
made me more aware of what areas that 
we need to work on and who doesn’t 
want to know that (Sam2). 
 
Many parents were negative about the impact of 
NAPLAN, stating that the test was more about 
schools ‘looking good’.  As expressed by one 
mother, “I totally disagree with NAPLAN testing 
especially for children in year 3. It is stressful and 
unhelpful and I believe it does not accurately 
depict what level a child is at school. I believe it is 
more about the schools looking good on the My 
Schools Website” (Mum of One). This was also 
indicated by another parent: 
I don't think NAPLAN is being used the 
way it was intended. It's not necessary 
79 
 
and, although I'm aware that this is just 
one method of assessing students' ability 
levels, it is not necessarily an accurate 
method (Jodi). 
 
One parent commented that the tests were not a 
reliable measure of student ability and therefore 
were a waste of time: 
A total waste of time, for both teachers 
and students. Many students can be very 
intelligent yet fail in test scenarios, 
meaning it is not accurate information 
you are getting. The school also shows no 
interest if the child shows very poor 
results in a subject, no further help is then 
given. They are only interested in getting 
the good results because that then helps 
the school to look good. Each child deals 
with test/exams differently so it does not 
give you an accurate reading. The child 
might fluke the correct answers or forget 
the correct answer due to too much 
pressure put on them. I have seen 
nothing positive come from the school 
with the results of the NAPLAN. It could 
be used to see where a child needs extra 
help, but it is rarely given if that shows to 
be the case. Too much time is spent in the 
lead up to the tests, working on what’s 
expected in the tests, rather than just 
teaching it in the first place. So I believe it 
is wasting normal learning time (Marie). 
 
This view was added to by another parent in terms 
of the delay in getting the results and that this 
reduced on the effectiveness of the measure: 
Waste of time, waste of money, what is 
the point in a year 7 sitting a test and 
getting the results (which mean nothing - 
a snap shot of 1 day) 6 months later when 
they are already in high school?? What a 
waste of a week!! (Aly). 
 
Although the sample size for this survey was small, 
the results indicate a concern from parents that 
NAPLAN and the publication of results on the 
MySchool website does not have a positive impact 
on schools and their children’s learning. The 
results indicate that the comparing of schools is 
not seen as a positive process and that a snapshot 
test being used for school and teacher 
accountability is viewed as invalid and unfair by 
those involved in the survey. 
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General Conclusions 
 
Condensing the research project into this final 
section is difficult considering the size and scope of 
both the subject and the project. However, as the 
focus of the research is on the effects of NAPLAN, 
or the ways that NAPLAN is enacted within school 
communities, this section is organised around 5 
key ideas. These 5 key ideas speak to the 
complexity of NAPLAN, namely, addressing the 
stakes of NAPLAN, unintended consequences, the 
validity of NAPLAN as a measure of 
school/teacher/student performance, and 
assessment literacy and the future of NAPLAN. 
This research project was designed to report the 
perspectives and experiences of principals, 
teachers and parents because they have an 
intimate knowledge of the day-to-day processes, 
practices and effects of NAPLAN. It is important, 
however, to acknowledge that there are ‘big 
picture’ concerns about the state of Australia’s 
education, including but not limited to an 
inequitable funding system, fears of declining 
literacy and numeracy standards, concerns in 
regards to teaching quality and the health and 
wellbeing of education professionals. NAPLAN 
must also be considered within these debates, 
although this is largely beyond the scope of this 
report. 
Furthermore, our public discourse around 
education increasingly seems to be driven by a 
dichotomous, ideological position holding that 
may speak more to people’s political allegiances 
than a more considered questioning as to what the 
aims of education should be, and how best we 
might structure our education systems, practices 
and institutions to deliver those aims. With respect 
to this, a focus of this research has always been to 
move beyond a reductive binarisation of NAPLAN 
as always good or bad, where that binary tends to 
be ideological rather than evidenced. Rather than 
holding that NAPLAN is a ‘good’, we should be 
asking how it is good, what is it that NAPLAN 
allows us to do, to know and to understand that 
we did not before and why is this desirable? 
Equally, rather than maintaining that NAPLAN is 
‘bad’, we need to understand the associated 
dangers, namely to, ascertain what it is that 
NAPLAN does, how are people put NAPLAN into 
motion, and what are the unintended 
consequences of testing accountabilities. This is no 
easy task, and indeed runs counter to a mediated 
orthodoxy. In short, understanding NAPLAN in 
schools is far more complex than a simple 
good/bad answer, but without this understanding 
no movement is possible. 
 
Complexity of Stakes 
One of the most significant findings of this 
research may also be the most prosaic: NAPLAN is 
complex, and this is particularly true when 
considering whether or not NAPLAN is a high-
stakes assessment. While the aims may be to 
promote learning and improve accountability, in 
practice it has had, and continues to have, a 
variety of negative effects in school communities. 
While many reports on NAPLAN have stressed that 
it is a high-stakes assessment, due to the fact that 
it creates undue pressure on students, teachers 
and principals (Polesel, Dulfer and Turnbull 2012), 
other reports have argued that the design of 
NAPLAN is low-stakes, there are no significant 
impacts on students and as it assesses only what 
schools should be teaching, there are no ‘high-
stakes’ (McGaw 2012). However, what this report 
suggests is that the stakes associated with NAPLAN 
are situated within complex social, structural and 
personal arrangements. When significant stakes 
are attached to the tests, either within the schools 
or from external sources, NAPLAN becomes a high-
stakes assessment. Equally, when factors align in 
such a way that there is limited pressure on the 
school as a result of the tests, it functions as more 
of a low-stakes assessment. 
 
Factors that appear to impact the ‘stakes’ of 
NAPLAN: 
1. Parent and community expectations of 
success 
 
One of the recurring factors that predicted the 
impact of NAPLAN appeared to be the parent and 
community factors, particularly for those school 
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communities (both public and private) for whom 
many students were attempting to enrol in 
selective schools. There is a widespread 
perception in these communities that NAPLAN 
results act as a significant determinant of a child’s 
success at enrolment in high-status, selective 
schools.   
I think NAPLAN can be a big pointer when it 
does come to High Schools and I think that is 
how they use it. It is just that it is a broad 
spectrum of what all the kids are doing (SPS, 
Cath, High).  
 
Applying for High schools it is very useful 
because that is the first thing they ask for 
(SPS, Cath, High).  
 
 
2. Previous success (or lack of it) as measured by 
My School 
 
Another significant factor in determining a school 
community’s response to NAPLAN concerned the 
relative success, or lack of it, on previous NAPLAN 
tests when measured against ‘like schools’. School 
communities that had a history of performing 
satisfactorily, as determined by comparison with 
the national average and with ‘like schools’ were 
much more likely to see NAPLAN as a low-stakes, 
useful diagnostic tool that supported student 
learning and quality programming.  
Being a fairly high ICSEA [school], the 
socioeconomic index, school obviously 
any result plays an important part in a 
culture of the school, whether they'd be 
academic results or students' behaviour 
so NAPLAN is another marker of 
performance and . . . NAPLAN doesn't 
become a be all end all, we don't put 
pressure on kids or parents. The things 
that we stress to kids, especially the 
threes, fives and sevens who are in their 
NAPLAN year, is that all we can ask them 
to do is their best (APS, Ind, High).  
I would like to think that the level of 
accountability that I feel towards 
improvement in literacy and numeracy 
would be as great with or without those 
two. I would like to think that but I also 
think that it brings an accountability 
measure that has some value for all of us 
in schools. I think measures are important 
and whilst we would have staff here that 
would see the NAPLAN measures as not 
related to their work or ... I think 
accountability is a really good thing but I 
like a multi-measure (GPS, Gvt, Adv). [GPS 
principal] 
 
I would have to say it [NAPLAN] is a 
positive. It is a measure of our work and I 
don’t think we can over-measure our 
literacy and our numeracy achievement 
of our kids. I don’t think it is perfect but I 
think it has been part of raising the 
accountability during this era that it’s 
been here and I think that can only be a 
good thing (GPS, Gvt, Adv). [GPS principal] 
 
Conversely, those schools that had, at one time or 
another, been perceived to be below standard as 
measured by NAPLAN, tended to see the test as 
having far more significant stakes and produced 
more anxiety amongst the school community. 
It just goes so that crap rolls downhill but 
in the end the only thing is … the only 
person that is held accountable for that is 
me. Why haven’t you done your job 
properly? The school hasn’t done very 
well. So teachers don’t get that. I get it. I 
know full well they have worked really, 
really hard with what they have got and 
the kids. There is an ADHD kid in the class 
and the other kid there has got a mental 
illness who is throwing chairs across the 
classroom and they [the teachers] are 
working with that every day and still 
trying to teach the kids. . . . Yeah, I’m the 
one that’s always deemed it’s your fault 
the school is not doing very well. That has 
changed the blame game. Unfortunately, 
MySchool web-site is a blame game. We 
can now see where you have failed; not 
where you have done really well or the 
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fact that look where you were before and 
look where those kids have come from. . . 
. but yeah, I am the one that usually cops 
it. That can mean being at your school or 
being moved (RPS, Gvt, High). [RPS 
principal] 
 
How it actually affects the school is the 
fact that data, because we have to come 
up to a certain standard, affects the 
teaching and learning within the school 
and the whole structure within the 
school. It put teachers under pressure, it 
puts me under pressure and I put 
teachers under pressure to perform. We 
have got to get these kids up to a certain 
level. That means that three days a week, 
Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday of 
every week, we actually do Target 
Assistance. We get every staff member 
available, that's education assistants, 
volunteers, admin and classes adjusted in 
small groups and target individual kids' 
weaknesses and whole school 
weaknesses in relation to previous data 
from NAPLAN and also from the data 
from reports so we can target specific 
areas there, specific skills that kids don't 
have because that is contributing to them 
bombing out on the NAPLAN testing (CPS, 
Ind, Low). [CPS Principal] 
 
In other words, a significant factor for school 
communities remains how the school systems and 
bureaucracies which govern individual schools 
understood NAPLAN, and use it as a tool for 
governance. Bureaucratic and system pressure 
augment the impact that NAPLAN has, particularly 
when the data is used as a tool for top-down 
accountability.  
 
3. Interaction with other policy measures 
 
Another significant contribution to the stakes of 
NAPLAN concerns the ways that different policies 
interact with NAPLAN to create or alleviate 
pressure in schools. One example of this was the 
WA DECD’s Expert Review Group (ERG) which used 
NAPLAN data to determine schools that were not 
deemed to be performing at a satisfactory level, 
and then subjected to a visiting review that 
operated as a formal inspection. In the WA school, 
principals spoke of the ERG as contributing to the 
stakes associated with NAPLAN, and that it created 
incentives to distort educational practices and 
relationships. 
It's sad because NAPLAN dictates 
everything that goes on. It's the fear with 
the big stick that keeps teachers going. 
The teachers DON'T [emphasised] want to 
get an ERG (External Review Group) the 
reason being their self-esteem that gets 
affected. They'd never had one but 
everything they hear about it is quite 
negative. . . . It's a negative impact right 
across the school, especially when results 
are published for everybody to see. 
Teachers hate that, they really do. . . . It is 
totally wrong. It is demeaning for schools, 
it is invasive. . . . Yes, there are issues for 
schools failing. Schools do fail. Sometimes 
schools just can't perform because of the 
clientele they have that year. There's lots 
and lots of factors that need to be taken 
into consideration but it's NOT [emphasis] 
the way to get the best out of school if a 
school is failing. You slap them on the 
wrist and tell everybody 'look how bad it 
was' and all those things (CPS, Ind, Low). 
 
4. School leadership 
 
One common characteristic amongst the principals 
interviewed was that they felt that part of their 
role had become protecting students and teachers 
from the negative possibilities of NAPLAN. How 
principals responded to the added pressure that 
NAPLAN brings varied from school to school. Some 
principals reported that they acted to protect their 
school communities from the negative pressures 
associated with NAPLAN. 
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I think it is extremely unfair because . . . 
quite often there is a reflection … your 
class did really badly. What have you 
done? They’ve only had them for a term. 
Kids when they come back from school 
holidays … it takes at least four or five 
weeks to get them back into … to re-
frame them and then you’ve got NAPLAN. 
You can’t shoot the poor old teacher 
that’s got them. (RPS, Gvt, High). [RPS 
principal] 
 
 
I am deeply concerned about the 
potential ranking of schools, potential 
ranking of teachers based on these test 
results. . . . I also find worrying the 
suggestion from governments that quality 
teachers are the ones who get good 
NAPLAN results and therefore they should 
be paid differently. For me, as a Principal, 
what that means is that if I have a student 
arrive at the school with multiple 
disabilities and behavioural issues I then 
have to go to a teacher and say, this 
student has all these issues. You are going 
to have to put a lot of work and time into 
this student and by the way, they are 
going to reduce your NAPLAN results and 
therefore your pay. I think educationally, 
that is not tenable (JPS, Gvt, Adv). [KFPS 
principal] 
 
However, teachers often picked up that principals 
felt the pressure, and that this could have a 
negative impact on their leadership.  
I know a few years ago we were all, by a 
previous Principal, brought in and drawn 
over the coals because results weren’t as 
good as they should have been.  He 
obviously got a bit of a blast from 
someone up high and came in and blasted 
teachers about it (GPS, Gvt, Adv). [GPS 
teacher] 
A Principal of a school not far from here … 
his son went to a school and he brought it 
home and showed his mum.  Look, please 
keep your son home.  It will skew our 
NAPLAN results (GPS, Gvt, Adv). [GPS 
teacher] 
 
5. Individual characteristics (teacher, student, 
parent) 
 
Finally, it is important to stress that it appears 
individual characteristics, beliefs and values play 
an important part in understanding how NAPLAN 
is enacted. Those teachers who reported strong 
opinions as to how children should be taught that 
didn’t align with the NAPLAN assessment were 
more likely to be negative about the tests.  
 
But the reality is that what they do on a 
NAPLAN day is a very, very poor measure 
of what they do on a general day today 
basis (OPS, Ind, Low).  [teacher] 
 
Generally, the children you expect to do 
well will and those who are struggling … it 
reveals to us what we already know about 
a child. But again, there are those huge 
gaps about … gee, this child’s self-esteem 
has really risen or this child is confident. 
Those areas of personal development, to 
me, are very important. The confidence, 
the self-esteem, the social compatibility, 
those strengths that a person will carry on 
into life. They are the life skills. They are 
the most important (OPS, Ind, Low). 
[teacher] 
 
I actually believe that data hasn’t told us 
anything about our school. The way that 
the NAPLAN testing runs is completely 
foreign to our school and so our children 
are not used to that style of work at all. 
So I don’t believe the results show a true 
picture of what our children are able to 
do. Our children aren’t used to test 
conditions at all. So normally they would 
have a really extended period of time to 
be able to work on and go into … work 
quite deeply. And NAPLAN just doesn’t 
give them that opportunity so it really 
doesn’t show true representations at all 
(OPS, Ind, Low). [OPS principal] 
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Positive effects and unintended consequences 
The survey conducted in 2012 documented many 
teacher concerns about the unintended 
consequences of NAPLAN testing. The fieldwork in 
WA and SA in 2013 and 2014 tended to support 
the surveyed responses. Put together, these 
teacher perceptions suggest that NAPLAN may be 
having different classroom effects than intended. 
These impacts were not uniform, to each of the 
questions asked, while the majority of responses 
suggested negative impacts, there were always 
teachers who responded about NAPLAN in positive 
ways. There was a high level of agreement 
between the survey responses and interviews in 
regards to the unintended consequences.  
Most teachers identified NAPLAN as having many 
of the same unintended consequences, or 
perverse effects, as high-stakes testing regimes in 
the England and the USA. These included a 
narrowed curriculum focus, teachers feeling forced 
to teach to the test, a return to teacher-centred 
pedagogies and the increased anxiety of students, 
teachers and parents. Furthermore, the focus on 
test preparation and the pressure to increase test 
scores led many to argue that NAPLAN was not 
meeting its goal of assisting schools to improve 
student achievement. One explanation is that 
many teachers report NAPLAN fosters a culture of 
performance, rather than learning, in schools.  
It must be stressed that NAPLAN is designed to 
change practice and behaviour through the 
emphasis on test-based accountabilities. However, 
not all change is desirable. This is, as Lingard and 
Sellar (2013) remind us, the perverse effect of 
‘catalyst data’, as systems and their political 
masters compete, intervene and govern through 
the data produced. Many teachers surveyed 
expressed a belief that they were ‘at the end’ of 
the accountability chain, and the pressures to 
produce satisfactory data intensified as they 
moved down the systemic and bureaucratic 
hierarchies. It is important to note that by 2014, 
after 7 cycles of NAPLAN testing, we are yet to see 
significant national improvement in nearly all of 
the narrow constructs of literacy and numeracy 
that NAPLAN purports to measure. While 
accountability and transparency may have political 
resonance, and appeal to ‘commonsense’ beliefs 
about how governments might improve various 
systems and institutions, the complexities of 
schooling, of local contexts and classrooms seem 
to confound this belief that more and better data 
necessarily brings improvement.  
Some teachers voiced concerns that an excessive 
focus by administrations and bureaucrats led to 
practices and pedagogies that focused on the data 
rather than the needs of the children. An over-
emphasis on NAPLAN and/or the publication of 
data on MySchool, they argued, was impeding 
rather than supporting student achievement. A 
resultant concern was that classrooms were less 
able to cater for the individual needs of students, 
particularly those least advantaged. Whilst to 
policy makers it may seem that NAPLAN data 
should be useful, for many teachers publishing the 
results on the MySchool website creates a 
performative culture where creating good data 
points can become the most important part of 
teaching. The rhetoric that NAPLAN is a useful tool, 
that it is nothing to be too concerned about, fails 
to register with these teachers who experience the 
opposite – NAPLAN does matter, it has significant 
stakes and it is having a raft of damaging effects on 
schools and classrooms.  
However, the survey and interviews also 
demonstrated that not all teachers perceived 
NAPLAN as having a negative impact, or as only 
having negative impacts. For some teachers, 
NAPLAN could be a useful tool that supports 
teaching and learning in a number of ways. 
Teachers suggest that NAPLAN data can be useful 
to get information about individual learners, 
design specific tasks and lessons to cover basic 
understandings that may have been missed, and 
reflect on the ways that approaches to literacy and 
numeracy teaching were working across class, year 
and school levels. Some teachers also reported 
that they liked the guidance that NAPLAN provided 
to their programming and lessons. However, these 
responses were usually outweighed by more 
negative responses, and many of those who saw 
these positives remained frustrated at the 
excessive time it took to get the results. It is 
significant that when asked for positive impacts of 
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NAPLAN, the second highest response of teachers 
was ‘none or minimal’. 
That said, these teacher perceptions, and the 
frequency of themes that emerged, contain rich 
and insightful feedback about what is happening in 
their schools as a result of NAPLAN. The challenge 
for education systems in Australia would appear to 
be that the push for improved outcomes through 
increased transparency and accountability turns 
NAPLAN into a high-stakes test, not by design, but 
through how the results have become tied to 
funding, enrolments, government and/or systemic 
intervention and used as an unofficial measure of 
teaching quality (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012; 
Lingard, 2010). There were a number of positives 
that some teachers suggested; that NAPLAN raised 
the profile/stressed the importance of literacy and 
numeracy and improved the coordination and 
collaboration of literacy and numeracy approaches 
in schools. This was often perceived as very 
important for new teachers; NAPLAN gave them 
something to guide their programming and 
teaching focus. There was also some sense that 
the commensurate accountability had caused 
some teachers to improve their efforts. 
 
Validity 
One of the challenges associated with discussions 
of the stakes of the tests, the unintended 
consequences and the use of NAPLAN as an 
accountability measure is the impact that is has on 
validity. If reliability is concerned with the 
dependability of the test scores, test validity 
evaluates the accuracy of what is inferred, in 
which contexts, by those who use test scores to 
make judgements about particular processes. 
Validity is not separate from reliability, obviously 
the use of test scores that have low reliability 
impacts on the validity of the inferences drawn in 
many contexts. It is worthwhile stressing that 
validity is a matter of degree rather than a static 
property of a given test. We can’t say that 
NAPLAN, for example, is valid or invalid, rather we 
can say that NAPLAN has high or low validity 
depending upon the inferences that are being 
made, by whom and in which contexts.  
Generally speaking, there are three fairly accepted 
aspects of validity (content, construct, criterion), 
one contested aspect (consequential) and one 
possible aspect (cut-offs) (Madaus, Russell, & 
Higgins, 2009, pp. 53-54; Nichols & Berliner, 2007, 
pp. 109-121). Content validity refers to whether or 
not the questions and answers required in the test 
provide an adequate sample of the domain. 
Construct validity refers to whether or not a test 
measures the abstract attribute or characteristic 
(i.e. literacy) it claims to measure. Criterion validity 
refers to the usefulness of the test in predicting 
certain kinds of achievement now and in the 
future. Finally, consequential validity refers to the 
consequences and decisions that are associated 
with the data as “Validity is about purposes and 
uses as well as about what is in the test” (Stobart, 
2009, p. 162).  
Traditionally, tests like NAPLAN are often deemed 
to be valid based on a statistical measure of their 
content validity (Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). 
However, if we conceive of validity as “an 
integrated concept, rather than a variety of 
approaches, organised around a broader view of 
construct validity” the uses of the data, and indeed 
the multiple aims of tests like NAPLAN, have an 
impact on how valid the tests are over time 
(Stobart, 2001, p. 28). So, the consequences of 
tests, how the data is used, enacted and 
understood over time, impacts on the 
considerations of the other forms of validity. To 
make claims about validity, we must pay greater 
attention to the use of test data, and in particular, 
reports of unintended consequences, as NAPLAN 
becomes used in ways that it was either not 
intended or is not statistically robust enough to 
warrant (Wu 2010). One demonstration of this 
principle was highlighted by Nichols and Berliner 
(2007). Their argument was that the higher the 
stakes attached to any single measure that is used 
to make important decisions about students, 
teachers and schools, the more liable it is that the 
initial measure becomes corrupted because the 
processes are distorted by the emphasis. This is 
called ‘Campbell’s Law’, which stipulates:  
the more any quantitative social indicator is 
used in social decision-making, the more 
subject it will be to corruption pressures 
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and the more apt it will be to distort and 
corrupt the social processes it was intended 
to measure (Nichols & Berliner, 2007, p. 
27). 
The problem is that the higher the stakes, the 
lower the validity, because the construct intended 
to be measured becomes corrupted. Tests like 
NAPLAN, which are designed to measure student 
achievement in the constructs of basic literacy and 
numeracy skills, can become corrupted in a variety 
of ways such as excessive class time devoted to 
preparing for the tests or through subtly 
manipulating who sits the test. When this 
happens, the tests no longer measure constructs 
regarding literacy and numeracy, they begin to 
measure the construct of how well a teacher can 
prepare a class. If important decisions are being 
made about literacy and numeracy on data that 
does not measure what it purports to measure, it 
may not drive the improvements which were 
intended.  
In the context of the notion of ‘stakes’ of NAPLAN 
previously discussed, it is important to frame 
NAPLAN not only in the context of what it claims 
to be doing – providing data to enable improved 
literacy and numeracy achievement in schools 
through making schools, and those who work in 
them, accountable for that data, but also in the 
context of how it is being enacted in schools.  Part 
of the reason for these unintended consequences 
associated with NAPLAN is the insistence of using 
it as an accountability measure for school, 
teachers and principals. This is not down to 
individual misuse of NAPLAN, it is a design feature 
of the test regime itself. The international 
experience suggests test-based accountabilities 
rarely improve student achievement, often 
exacerbate inequities and create incentives for 
practices that are not in the best interests of 
students (Alexander, et al., 2010; Madaus, Russell, 
& Higgins, 2009; Nichols & Berliner, 2007; Stobart, 
2009). “Teachers and schools may respond to such 
systems of accountability in ways that can 
undermine the very performance that is ostensibly 
being measured or assessed. Where this happens, 
the secondary use of assessment evidence to hold 
teachers and schools to account can damage 
primary, educational use of that assessment” 
(O'Neill, 2013, p. 5).  
 
Policy and Assessment Literacy 
One of the significant findings of the research 
concerns what may be termed the policy and 
assessment literacy of education professionals. 
During the course of the research principal, 
teacher and parent interviewees were asked to 
respond to questions regarding the aims and the 
assessment properties (statistical and inferential) 
of NAPLAN. From the outset it was apparent that 
there was a great deal of confusion regarding the 
aims and purposes of NAPLAN. These included 
seeing NAPLAN as a diagnostic tool for teachers, 
an assessment of individual learning for entry into 
selective programs, an exercise to rank (and 
remediate poor) teachers, to a mechanism to help 
the government allocate funding. Perhaps better 
and clearer understanding of the aims, strengths 
and weaknesses of NAPLAN could help to prevent 
some of the more perverse uses. 
In terms of assessment literacy, many teachers 
defined NAPLAN as a ‘snapshot test’ or 
assessment. However, when probed about why 
snapshot assessments may be problematic for 
assessing student performance, many teachers 
struggled to articulate a response in terms of 
notions of reliability or validity. Furthermore, 
teachers remained uncertain as to how to 
integrate NAPLAN into their pre-existing 
assessments. Once again, as Willis, Adie and 
Klenowski (2013) argue, this may be one 
productive way to equip the profession to refuse 
the perverse incentives that accountability testing 
always presents. 
 
The Future 
When considering the future of NAPLAN there are 
a number of important considerations. Firstly, 
NAPLAN is a political test, much more than an 
educative one. The short history of NAPLAN is of 
politically inspired changes to the tests, around 
which and educative scaffold is often hastily 
erected. This explains a somewhat curious feature 
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of NAPLAN, it remains in a constant state of flux 
and the form and function of the tests is far from 
settled. Although the tests have only been 
administered in schools since 2008, they have 
undergone considerable changes during that time. 
First came the introduction of the My School 
website (2010), then alterations to the Writing 
domain genre (2011) before further changes to the 
Writing domain genre (2014). There has been 
continued tinkering with the test administration 
and procedures as well, not least of which was the 
decision in 2012 to no longer make available 
online test questions from the previous years.  
In 2017 further changes are to be implemented. 
These are perhaps the most significant changes to 
NAPLAN since it was first administered. Partly in 
response to criticisms of NAPLAN, and perhaps 
partly influenced by a desire for continued 
improvement in efficiency and effectiveness, 
ACARA has announced that from 2017 NAPLAN 
will become an online test with schools choosing 
to ‘opt-in’. Having a “national online assessment 
capability will... provide the opportunity to deliver 
new, flexible, optional, high quality assessments 
that support learning” (Education Council 2013, 3). 
ACARA claims that shifting the tests online will 
“deliver timely results” to “provide an aid to 
student learning without hindering or creating an 
undue burden of disruption for teachers and 
schools” (Education Council 2013, 2). In short, it is 
an attempt to improve NAPLAN, and by extension 
teaching and learning, in response to some of the 
criticisms that have been directed. It is further 
claimed that online testing has a range of benefits; 
from improved student outcomes through better 
data for effective teaching, improved accuracy for 
accountability purposes and the ability to link 
national testing with international testing like PISA 
and TIMMS/PIRLS. One of the aspirations of online 
NAPLAN testing is creating a data infrastructure 
that connects databases, speeds up the feedback 
process, more precise and is more engaging for 
students – accountability and auditing as an 
‘invitation’ to engage and be engaged.  
The technological vehicle for this is adaptive, 
online testing, or what ACARA calls “tailored test 
design” (ACARA 2013). CAT is an acronym for 
“Computerized Adaptive Testing, which applies 
prediction methodologies to reduce the length of 
the test without sacrificing accuracy” (Hwang 
2003, 218). While traditional, pen and pencil 
standardised tests operate through providing the 
same standardised question to students, often in 
an ascending order of difficulty, CATs are measures 
“designed to adapt to a student’s ability level” 
(Shapiro and Gebhardt 2012, 296).  
The aims of ACARA’s tailored test design are to:  
to deliver more engaging tests to all 
students including high- and low-
performing students; to increase 
precision in measuring student's 
proficiency across the whole ability range; 
to provide more accurate and timely 
diagnostic information about student 
learning needs; to assess broader 
knowledge and a wider range of 
curriculum content, without increasing 
the test length; to strengthen the vertical 
scaling of tests across different year levels 
and enhance the longitudinal equating of 
tests across different testing cycles – thus 
increasing the long-term stability of 
NAPLAN assessment scales (ACARA 2013).  
Australian testing authorities have enthusiastically 
suggested that CATs are the best testing strategy 
to support teaching and learning, deliver better 
information and broaden the scope of assessments 
(Education Council 2013). This is because in a CAT 
“a computer algorithm adjusts the difficulty of the 
tests to match the ability of each student… future 
NAPLAN online tests [will] implement a multistage 
adaptive test design – where test difficulty is 
adjusted after a student provides responses to a 
set of items – also known as ACARA’s ‘tailored test 
design’” (ACARA 2013). 
Of course, this move to online, adaptive testing 
that personalises testing for students remains of 
concern. There remain a variety of practical 
concerns, not least of which concerns whether 
existing IT infrastructure is capable of online 
testing of this scale. Furthermore, as this study has 
shown, the aims and purposes of NAPLAN as a 
pencil and paper test are not well understood, 
most likely because they have not been well 
communicated in a systemic, targeted and specific 
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way. This lack of understanding from stakeholders 
increases the likelihood that there will be 
unintended consequences. When the tests 
become adaptive, the complexity of understanding 
how they work will be considerably more complex. 
Beyond that, given that we are yet to undertake an 
integrated validity study of NAPLAN as a pencil and 
paper test (beyond that of the technical reports 
that ACARA has released), the impacts of the shift 
to online adaptive, testing on the validity of the 
tests remains unknown. Thus far NAPLAN has not 
proved to be a particularly effective tool at 
improving student achievement in literacy and 
numeracy. It remains to be seen whether the 
resources that will be devoted to online, adaptive 
testing will be any better. 
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